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When people are dissatisfied with a story, they leave scathing comments.

They might write lengthy critiques or offer a few pointed barbs. And more often than not, the response they receive is something along the lines of — “If you don’t like it, write your own damn story.”

That’s precisely the situation I found myself in.

“Damn it…”

Balthazar Arture.

Or Ha Eun-seong, as I was known in my previous life.

The youngest son of the prestigious Arture family, a lineage of renowned warriors, and a second-year student at the academy, I was fuming, clutching a letter from a famous theater company in the capital.

Twenty years had passed since I died in an accident at the tender age of thirty and was reincarnated into this world.

And I’d never once regretted being reborn here.

I was born into a wealthy, aristocratic family, never wanting for anything. As the pampered youngest child, I was free from the complexities of my family’s political affairs.

But that was all about to change.

I had sent a letter of complaint, written anonymously, of course, and with utmost courtesy, expressing my dissatisfaction with the current state of plays in the capital.

Their response was essentially, “If you don’t like it, write it yourself.”

“These bastards… are really pushing my buttons.”

My biggest hobby back when I was Ha Eun-seong was watching movies and dramas.

I loved visual media. The way acting and directing combined to create new and exciting experiences.

And in this medieval world, movies and dramas were replaced with plays. 

Naturally, once I got a bit older, I spent most of my allowance frequenting nearby theaters.


But the novelty wore off quickly.

‘Your scripts are garbage, you narrow-minded fools!’

I wasn’t criticizing the direction or the actors’ performances. In fact, those aspects were quite impressive, even compared to works from my previous life.

The actors, perhaps because their livelihood depended solely on their talent, exhibited a level of raw emotion and realism that surpassed even some of the actors from my world. And thanks to the magic and sorcery that permeated this world, the set designs were sometimes so spectacular that I wondered if they were using CGI.

But the scripts? The scripts were the complete opposite.

They were boring, stale, recycled plotlines that had been rehashed a thousand times over. It was always the same tired tropes – faith in God would solve everything, or endless political satire devoid of any humor or heart.

Everywhere I went, it was the same predictable narratives, over and over again.

In short, it was mind-numbingly boring. Even if I wanted to enjoy them, there was nothing there to enjoy.

So I wrote my letter, suggesting that they try writing something new and original. It wasn’t as if I was holding them at swordpoint; I simply asked why their stories were so homogenous. And for that, I was treated with disdain.

“Balthazar, did you get a reply?”

I turned to see a young man standing behind me. It was my childhood friend, Maurice.

Unlike my family, which was moderately wealthy, Maurice’s family was one of the most prestigious in the capital. And since Maurice’s father outranked my own, we had been close since we were children.

He peered at the letter over my shoulder and said, “I told you, didn’t I? This is the only kind of response you’ll ever get. Why would they take your criticism seriously? You’re not even part of their industry.”

“That’s no excuse!”

Crumple, crumple! 

I channeled the spirit of an irate viewer and crushed the letter in my fist, venting my frustration.

“Aren’t you tired of it yet? Seeing the same old stories played out in the theater every day?”

“Not really. The story isn’t all that important to begin with. Just enjoy the spectacle, the costumes, the pretty faces.”

“Ugh!”

I pounded my chest in frustration, utterly exasperated by my friend’s obliviousness.


A good script was the be-all and end-all of playwriting; there was a reason why literary giants like Shakespeare and Goethe were lauded as master storytellers.

And yet, here was Maurice, completely content with lackluster narratives as long as they were accompanied by flashy magic and stagecraft!

‘This can’t be right!’

In a world brimming with fantasy and romance, why are the scripts so stagnant? And to make matters worse, they dismissed any criticism, refusing to even acknowledge the need for change!

As a former connoisseur of visual media, I was fuming.

“If you don’t like it, write it yourself?”

Fine, they told me to write my own story?

I’ll write it myself and send it to them. And I’ll make them cover the postage.

Determined, I cleared the paperwork and books cluttering my desk.

Then, I took out sheets of writing paper from my drawer and laid them out in a row.

As a man from the modern world, I had consumed countless movies, dramas, and plays. I was confident that I could whip up a story that was at least a hundred times better than the garbage they were churning out here.

……However, things didn’t go as smoothly as I’d anticipated.

“Damn it.”

I conceded that I lacked talent in writing.

Or more accurately, I lacked the talent for crafting a storyline.

They always said that being a good viewer didn’t necessarily make you a good writer, and now I understand why. What I thought was just talk became glaringly real as soon as I picked up the pen.

Sure, if I had to write a trashy soap opera, I could probably manage. Those things were so formulaic that there were entire textbooks dedicated to writing them.

The real issue was the historical setting, presenting unexpected hurdles.

‘You need to spice it up without straying too far from medieval values…’

When writing, one must always consider the audience’s perspective.


In my previous world, diverse narratives flourished because people were more open-minded.

But in this world, where thought and expression were restricted, writing something truly innovative would be difficult. Audiences wouldn’t be receptive. And the playwright might even be accused of being a heretic!

“Ugh.”

I tossed down my pen and sighed, unable to come up with any brilliant ideas.

‘This is too damn hard.’

Creating a thrilling story, brimming with excitement and twists and turns, that would appeal to modern sensibilities, but wouldn’t offend the conservative values of this medieval world?

Not even the lives of historical figures could provide such convenient stories… 

“…Wait a minute?”

The lives of historical figures?

Suddenly, vivid images started forming in my mind.

Back when I was living in modern-day Korea, I had read countless biographies of famous figures from around the world. And now, I could envision their lives unfolding on stage, a panorama of scenes woven together into a compelling narrative.

“Wait a minute… this could actually work.”

Scritch—! Scratch—! 

I started jotting down the names of famous heroes I could remember, muttering to myself.

Reality in this world isn’t the same as in my original world. 

And naturally, the people of this world had no knowledge of real-world historical events.

Therefore, I was free to present real-world history as my own fictional creation, without any repercussions.

And more importantly, I knew how to transform a historical narrative into a captivating story. I understood the art of adaptation, of highlighting the most dramatic moments and embellishing the details for maximum impact.

‘If I revise the biographies of historical heroes, turning them into a play?’

And adding a dash of moral lessons for the audience, to stay true to the spirit of medieval theater?

“This is brilliant!”

“What’s brilliant?”

Maurice, who had been hovering behind me, asked. He yawned lazily and chided me in a bored tone.

“We’ve barely got any time left before the semester starts. And you’re stuck here, scribbling away? Don’t you realize you’ll be doing enough writing at the academy, with all those reports?”

“Just shut up.”

It wasn’t as if I actually wanted to become a playwright in this world.

I was a nobleman, perfectly content to live a comfortable life without lifting a finger. My life plan involved indulging in the pleasures of the idle rich, pursuing simple happiness.

But there was one insult that no Korean man could ever tolerate. And that was being told, “You suck at this.” Those theater snobs had essentially said, “Are you trying to give me advice? You’re a lower rank than me, lol.”

When, in reality, I was a far more experienced player than they could ever dream of being.

If I didn’t exact “revenge” for this, I wouldn’t be a true “Korean” man.

“Alright, if they want me to write a story, I’ll write them a story they’ll never forget. Time to pull out the big guns.”

With those words, I underlined one of the names on my list of biographies.

Korea’s greatest naval hero, a military genius admired worldwide.

Admiral Yi Sun-sin.

✧❅✦❅✧

Some time later, within the confines of Bronde Academy after the vacation ended…

“…This is ridiculous.”

I stood in the academy cafe, my hand pressed to my forehead, struggling to process the situation.

⌠Those who seek death shall live. Those who seek life shall die.⌡

One student roared, quoting Yi Sun-sin’s famous line.

⌠Your Highness, I still have twelve battleships.⌡

Another exclaimed, mimicking the admiral’s defiant cry.

⌠I swear upon my three-foot long blade! Mountains tremble, rivers quake, and with a single stroke, blood paints the land crimson!⌡

Academy students, excitedly quoting Admiral Yi Sun-sin’s famous lines to each other.

Regardless of rank—seniors, juniors, and classmates alike—they were all absorbed in discussing the new play that had recently been performed.

I had simply wanted to put those theater snobs in their place.

But the play, which they had surprisingly agreed to produce, had become a smash hit.

…Perhaps a little too successful.

— End of Chapter —

 



 

⚘ ⚘ ⚘
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“Hey, lighten up. Anyone would think you’re at a funeral.”

Maurice chuckled, taking a sip of his steaming herbal tea. He flashed me a mischievous grin and teased, “The whole school is buzzing about it, you know? Every student, regardless of their status, is talking about <Admiral Lee>.”

<Admiral Lee>

The localized name for Admiral Yi Sun-sin, adapted to this otherworldly setting, and also the title of the play.

The whole thing was set up under the premise of events taking place in a far eastern country.

‘It’s fortunate that Orientalism is prevalent in this world too.’

Turquerie, Chinoiserie, Japonesque… These were all examples of how Westerners romanticized Eastern cultures. Orientalism was a trend that fetishized the mystique and otherness of the East, often from a Western-centric perspective.

The Holy Empire had a similar fascination with the Orient, so I decided to exploit it.

As a result, the historical accuracy of the costumes was slightly off, and the names were subtly altered, but these were necessary changes to cater to the audience’s expectations.

Just like in Puccini’s masterpiece opera ‘Turandot,’ although set in China, it featured bizarre, incomprehensible names like Emperor Altoum and Princess Turandot, which bore no resemblance to actual Chinese names.

However, I found it hard to be genuinely happy about this success.

Because it was a bit too successful.

“Whoa, you know about Admiral Lee too? It’s soooooo good!”

“What? I haven’t seen it yet, is Admiral Lee really that thrilling? Isn’t it just another common play?”

“What? You haven’t seen Admiral Lee yet? Which cave have you been living in?”

“Common play? Get lost. I won’t waste my breath on an uncultured swine like you.”

Everywhere I went, I was bombarded with talk about <Admiral Lee>. Whether it was in the hallways, in class, or even back in the dormitory, it was all anyone could talk about.

I was starting to get a little sick of hearing about “Lee” this and “Lee” that.


The truth is, if it had been moderately successful, I might have boasted and revealed my identity. It would have been a way to show up those arrogant theater troupe members.

But at this level of success, revealing my identity had become a heavy burden.

“The naval battle scene! Wasn’t it amazing?”

“I got goosebumps when they deployed the Crane Wing Formation! Crushing the enemy’s spirit with a single decisive victory! So cool!”

“And when that ironclad turtle ship appeared? The playwright who wrote Admiral Lee is a god!”

Ah, the Battle of Hansan Island.

It must have been around the midpoint of the play. I had submitted my script to one of the biggest, most prestigious theater companies in the capital.

Their theater was equipped with all sorts of magical contraptions, and it was large enough to even stage mock naval battles, having once been used as a coliseum. Yi Sun-sin’s exploits were brought to life on a grand scale.

Of course, adapting Admiral Yi Sun-sin’s life into a play required some compression and creative liberties.

For example, to streamline the narrative, I had to either omit or summarize most of the naval battles, aside from the Battle of Hansan Island and the Battle of Myeongnyang.

The Battle of Okpo, the Battle of Sacheon, the Battle of Dangpo, the Battle of Angolpo… If I had included all of them, the play would have gone on forever.

Additionally, many key figures related to the Imjin War had to be inevitably cut.

Won Gyun, Ryu Seong-ryong, Todo Takatora… These were key figures in Yi Sun-sin’s story. But I decided that focusing on just a handful of essential characters would create a more compelling narrative.

“Ugh, damn that traitorous wretch Warken! I almost got cancer watching that bastard!”

“That scum destroyed Admiral Lee’s entire invincible fleet! Even that amazing turtle ship! I nearly cried when the turtle ship sank!”

“He was always scheming against Admiral Lee, stealing credit for his victories, strutting around like he was some kind of genius, when he was completely incompetent! The actor did such a good job portraying him that it made me even angrier!”

“But it was so satisfying when he finally died! Even the enemy commander was disgusted by him. Haha.”

Ah, the Battle of Chilchonryang.

It pained me to write about the utter destruction of the Joseon navy, which I had so dearly nurtured.

Oh, by the way, Warken is the localized version of Won Gyun.


I recreated him as an even more infuriating character than in actual history to rile up the audience; his incompetence, vile personality, and unscrupulous ambition were amplified by several hundred times.

But when he died, I gave the audience a moment of catharsis.

In my version, he begged the enemy commander for mercy, promising to betray his country in exchange for his life. But the enemy commander, disgusted by his groveling, unleashed a torrent of insults before finally executing him.

In reality, Won Gyun simply disappeared after the Battle of Chilchonryang. No one knew whether he was dead or alive.

But since I was already rewriting history, I figured I might as well give him a dramatic send-off.

After all, I was the writer. I could take certain liberties, right?

“Hey, Balthazar.”

Maurice, who had been sipping his tea quietly, asked in a curious tone, “Is that really all there is to Admiral Lee’s story?”

“What do you mean?”

“It just… ended so abruptly. I get that he defeated 133 enemy ships with only 12 ships, but what happened after that? It didn’t feel like the right place to end the story.”

He was talking about the Battle of Myeongnyang.

In reality, there were 13 ships when you include the one Panokseon that joined later, and even more when you count the scouting vessels, but for dramatic purposes, I kept it to exactly 12 ships.

But how did he know?

How did he know there was another major event after the Battle of Myeongnyang?

“It’s not just me, you know?” Maurice shrugged, a smug look on his face.

“Most of the students are hoping for a sequel. Everyone agrees that Admiral Lee was fantastic, but the ending felt a bit… unresolved. It’s the only flaw.”

“I-Is that so?”

The script I wrote for <Admiral Lee> ended with the Battle of Myeongnyang.

It was my first attempt at playwriting, so I struggled with pacing. And I had deliberately chosen to go with a happier ending rather than a sad one.

The Battle of Noryang, considered one of Admiral Yi Sun-sin’s three greatest victories, alongside Hansan Island and Myeongnyang, was a bittersweet victory. It was the battle where the admiral was killed in action.


I’m unsure if I left the ending vague or if the true historical events felt familiar to this world’s people.

But what matters is, those who watched <Admiral Lee> guessed there was more to the story.

“Well, I did have something in mind…”

“You do? I knew it!”

Why is he getting so excited? I thought, staring at him in bewilderment.

We had been friends practically since birth, but I had never seen him this enthusiastic about anything. He looked like a child unwrapping a Christmas present from Santa Claus.

He was practically glowing with the thrill of having discovered a hidden treasure.

“Sigh, fine. I did have something, but I was planning to scrap it.”

“What? Why? Why would you do that?”

“…Why are you so disappointed?”

With all due respect to Maurice, I was completely serious.

Plays weren’t like movies or TV shows that imply sequels with ‘To be continued.’

A play should have a complete structure with a beginning, middle, and an end.

If the audience felt that the story was incomplete, it meant that the play had failed.

And to release a sequel now, with expectations so high? Especially since the next chapter of the story was a tragic one?

No, thank you. My post-graduation plans involved kicking back and enjoying my life as a nobleman. I wasn’t interested in adding any more stress to my plate.

Seeing my resolute expression, Maurice changed the subject.

“A protest? What for?”

“What else could it be for? A protest to demand a sequel to Admiral Lee. People get really mad when a story cuts off suddenly. They’re all planning to gather in front of the theater with signs.”

It’s not like this is some weekly serial novel…

Marching to a theater and demanding the next installment of a play? What kind of nonsense was that?

“If you don’t believe me, just look around. Can’t you see how worked up everyone is?”

Seeing my incredulous expression, Maurice gestured towards a group of academy students huddled together, their faces grim with determination.

“Everyone! If our suspicions are correct, this is an outrageous act of tyranny on the part of the theater! To dangle the story of Admiral Lee before our eyes, only to cut it off at the most crucial moment! Such cruelty is unheard of!”

“That’s right! I haven’t slept in three days because I’m so desperate to know what happens next!”

“I’ve lost my appetite! Look! My wrists are as thin as twigs!”

“You losing some weight might actually be a good th—”

“Shut up!”

Oh, how pathetic. Birds of a feather flock together.

It was a parade of childishness that made me laugh, but as Maurice said, I couldn’t just ignore it.

The Imperial Bronde Academy was a prestigious institution, a gathering place for the Empire’s most talented individuals.

If these students continued to protest, it could escalate into a serious problem.

“And you’re so clueless that you probably don’t even know about this,” Maurice smirked, shaking his head at my nonchalance. He dropped a bombshell.

“Even His Highness, Prince Wolfgang, has been staying up all night, eagerly awaiting the sequel to Admiral Lee.”

“What?”

“If you pretend you don’t know about this, you’ll be accused of treason! I won’t be responsible if the royal guards come to drag you away later. You know how the Emperor, the Empress, and young Princess adore him, right?”

…Damn it.

“Fine. Fine, I get it.”

I’ll write it. Happy?

This goddamn monarchy…

— End of Chapter —
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In medieval times, playwrights generally fell into two categories—

Freelance writers who submitted scripts in hopes of getting paid.

Or veteran actors who ran their own theater companies and wrote plays as a side job.

Medieval theater companies were smaller and simpler in structure compared to their modern counterparts.

As a result, it was quite common for the lead actors, who were often responsible for running the entire company, to handle most of the creative aspects of play production as well.

Everything from directing to acting, and even to writing the basic outlines of the play. It was not uncommon for a single, multi-talented individual to juggle all three roles.

The Killgrewber Theater Company, where I had submitted the script for <Admiral Lee>, was no exception.

“Ah, you’ve arrived! The hero of the Killgrewber Theater Company! The unparalleled literary genius, Phantom, who stormed in like a tempest!”

A distinguished middle-aged man greeted me with exaggerated gestures.

It was Mr. Renoir, Killgrewber’s most popular actor, the company’s director, and its manager.

He had also played the lead role of <Admiral Lee> in the recent production.

And he was the one I had worked with to develop the overall concept for the play.

“I must say, I’m ashamed. Ignoring the advice of such a brilliant writer like yourself. I just want to crawl into a hole and disappear.”

…This was the same man who sent me a letter saying, ‘If you don’t like it, write it yourself.’

I touched the white mask I wore to maintain my anonymity and greeted him, “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mr. Renoir. I’m here to talk to you about the recent production of Admiral Lee.”

The Phantom — that was the pen name I had chosen for myself. I took it from Gaston Leroux’s novel The Phantom of the Opera, which had also been adapted into a famous musical.

It was a bit cheesy, but I thought it was fitting for a writer who wanted to remain anonymous.


“Ah, Admiral Lee,” he said, grimacing slightly.

He massaged his temples with his index finger and said in a troubled tone, “To be honest, I’m having a bit of a problem. Academy students keep swarming the theater, demanding a sequel to Admiral Lee, which doesn’t exist.”

“…I’m sorry.”

“No, you have nothing to be sorry for. From our perspective, this is actually a stroke of luck. When such a commotion arises, it boosts the theater troupe’s profile.”

So he’s taking the ‘any publicity is good publicity’ approach? This wasn’t something to be optimistic about.

Those students were practically threatening to riot if they didn’t get their sequel.

And then there was Prince Wolfgang, who might decide to sic the Royal Guard on them.

Mr. Renoir, a seasoned veteran of the theater world, was still relatively calm. But the situation was quickly spiraling out of control.

So, I quickly presented my response to the situation.

“Here, take this. It’s the new script.”

“Ooh, a new masterpiece? What’s it called?”

“The sequel to Admiral Lee that the students were clamoring for. The tentative title is something like ‘Admiral Lee: The Final Battle.’”

“Admiral Lee’s sequuuueeeel—?!”

…Good lord.

“G-Good heavens! There really was a sequel? A-Amazing …!!”

Mr. Renoir snatched the script from my hand, his breathing ragged. He cradled it as if it were a sacred religious text.

After a long moment of excited gibbering, he finally regained his composure.

“A-Apologies. I got a little carried away. Admiral Lee holds a special place in my heart.”

“Is that so?”

“Of course! Never before has a mere play created such a sensation. I’ve been an actor my whole life, but Admiral Lee’s success was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.”


“…..……”

“And your script was so masterful! As an actor, I was completely captivated by Admiral Lee’s story, by his struggles and triumphs. I never dreamt I’d witness the birth of such unparalleled genius in my lifetime. It’s an honor.”

Unparalleled genius, huh? Honestly, that stung my conscience a bit.

I was merely cutting and sewing, but the script’s content was the life of Admiral Yi Sun-sin himself.

“This is… shorter than I expected.”

Mr. Renoir flipped through the pages, his brow furrowed. It was indeed quite a bit shorter than the first play, barely half the length.

Shrugging, I responded nonchalantly, “Well, it’s a sequel. It only briefly touches on the aftermath we couldn’t cover last time.”

The new script covered the events leading up to the Battle of Noryang, starting right after the Battle of Myeongnyang. It was naturally shorter than the first play, which encompassed most of Admiral Yi Sun-sin’s life.

If I had started to include other historical events from the Imjin War, the story would have become bloated. And if I tried to fill it with original content, my lack of writing talent would have been exposed.

Despite his slight disappointment, Mr. Renoir soon delved into reading the script attentively.

“Hmm… oh! Excellent! So that’s how it all ends… Fufufu.”

As the pages turned, the veteran actor’s face brightened with satisfaction.

No doubt, he was reading the ingenious exploits of the commander he would be portraying.

But soon, his face contorted with sorrow and grief.

“A-Admiral Lee… Admiral Lee! Sob…!”

Tears welled up in his eyes as he clutched the script, his hands trembling. He must have just read the scene where Admiral Yi Sun-sin died heroically at the Battle of Noryang.

Good, the tearjerker ending worked its magic. I had deliberately exaggerated the tragedy and grandeur for maximum emotional impact.

‘Is it because acting is his livelihood? His immersion in his role is no joke.’

Seeing him so overcome with grief, as if he had lost a loved one, made me feel a little guilty.

“Ahem… So…” Finally, I coughed awkwardly and carefully asked for his opinion, “What do you think of the sequel? Is it… acceptable?” I was a little nervous about his reaction to the ending, which was drastically different from the first play.


In this world, the development of theatrical scripts was particularly slow.

I wasn’t sure how the audience would react to a tragic ending.

But Mr. Renoir’s response instantly dispelled all my worries.

“Are you kidding? Acceptable? This is a masterpiece! A grand epic chronicling the life and heroic death of Admiral Lee!” He slammed the script shut, his eyes shining with excitement.

“No, scratch that! Even calling it a masterpiece isn’t enough! It’s a magnum opus! It should be recorded in history books as a monumental, timeless masterpiece! It should be designated as the Empire’s National Treasure No. 1 for future generations to see!”

Well, he sure likes it.

I couldn’t help but smile at Mr. Renoir, who was prancing around like a child.

Admiral Yi Sun-sin was a hero who lived in a distant Eastern land called Joseon. His story might not resonate with the medieval European culture of this world.

So, I depicted his life in the style of the “Ritter drama,” a popular form of German chivalric play in the late 18th century. German chivalric plays, or Ritter dramas, were gothic-themed plays focused on the heroism rooted in chivalry.

The genre gained popularity when Goethe, the author of The Sorrows of Young Werther, wrote a play about the life of the historical figure ‘Götz von Berlichingen.’

In Goethe’s play, Götz was portrayed as a chivalrous knight who defended the weak, lived an honorable life, and died a heroic death. He was the last true knight, clinging to truth and freedom in an age of deceit and chaos.

And that description fit Admiral Yi Sun-sin perfectly. It was as if the genre had been tailor-made for him.

‘While Götz’s life was largely romanticized by Goethe, Admiral Yi Sun-sin’s actions are all historical facts.’

Loyalty, integrity, courage, honor, and nobility. The virtues embodied by Admiral Yi Sun-sin were universal, transcending cultural boundaries. That was why I had chosen him as the protagonist for my play.

Admiral Yi Sun-sin’s story, transcending national pride of Korea…,

…It contained universal values that resonate across all cultures.

 

✧❅✦❅✧

 

“Extra! Extra!”

“A new play to be performed at Killgrewber Theater this weekend!”

“The highly anticipated sequel to Admiral Lee that even prompted academy students to protest! That very play!”

Newspaper delivery boys hawked the latest cultural news, their voices echoing through the capital’s streets. Barkers plastered playbills on every available surface, shouting out advertisements for the upcoming performance.

As Mr. Renoir had predicted, the academy students’ protest had turned out to be excellent publicity.

People who weren’t interested in theater, people who had never even heard of <Admiral Lee>, were all flocking to the Killgrewber Theater, eager to see the play that had caused such an uproar among the upper-class students.

In just a few days, it was impossible to find anyone in the capital unaware of <Admiral Lee>’s fame.

And now, the news of a sequel had everyone buzzing with anticipation.

“A sequel to Admiral Lee? I can’t wait! I’m not going to be able to sleep until the weekend!”

“I heard even Prince Wolfgang is eagerly counting the days until this weekend?”

“Damn it! Overtime? On the weekend of Admiral Lee’s premiere? This world is so unfair!”

The rising excitement from all directions.

Because of this, the city guards had a tough time maintaining order.

Audiences, unable to wait until the weekend, gathered in front of the theater, nearly causing a stampede.

Scalpers exploiting pre-sale tickets began to flourish in back alleys as well.

In the days leading up to the weekend, the streets of the capital almost resembled a battlefield.

“Catch that fleeing scoundrel! He’s a ticket scalper!”

“Oh, please, sir! Just let me off this once!”

“Why are you all here already? The play doesn’t open until the weekend! Disperse!”

“Silence! Do not insult the pure anticipation of citizens eagerly awaiting a masterpiece!”

Amidst all the chaos, time passed by…

And finally, the day of the performance arrived.

Those who had seen the original <Admiral Lee> walked towards the Killgrewber Theater with hearts full of anticipation.

On that fateful day, with the capital’s eyes fixed on a single spot.

Bang—!!

Admiral Lee stood on stage, a bullet piercing his chest.

 

— End of Chapter —
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The play, <Admiral Lee: The Final Battle>, which depicted the final moments of Admiral Yi Sun-sin, was successfully staged. But from the very next day, the imperial capital was thrown into chaos.

The holy yet tragically beautiful death of Admiral Lee.

The audience, unable to suppress their grief, was left in profound sorrow.

This was thanks not just to the well-written script but also to the actors who faithfully brought it to life.

[We have not yet defeated the enemy…!]

As the middle-aged actor, Mr. Renoir, who played Admiral Lee, was struck by an enemy bullet during the naval battle, his performance as he was held in the arms of a fellow actor was nothing short of divine.

[If my death is known, our forces will fall into chaos, and the enemies will gain momentum!]

[We are at the height of battle. Don’t let anybody know about my death!]

[Admiral! Oh, Admiral Lee!]

[No! Stay with me, Admiral!]

Admiral Lee’s greatness in facing death with composure.

His loyal soldiers who, while wailing, faithfully defended the country until the end.

The audience, witnessing this, cried as if they had lost a parent.

“Sniff, Admiral Lee! He was a true hero!”

“Let us mourn the death of Admiral Lee! Let us stand as a tribute to him as a true paragon of chivalry!”

“Admiral Lee! Admiral Lee! Admiral Lee!”

The boom caused by Phantom’s script was not limited to that.


“Speaking of the Crane Wing Formation in Admiral Lee, couldn’t our fleet use a similar tactic at sea?”

“It was indeed an impressive strategy. The playwright’s strategic insight is truly remarkable.”

“Are there any narrow straits like Myeongnyang Strait near the empire? Perhaps we could use it to repel pirates.”

“Why don’t we actually build turtle ships? The pirates would be terrified, wouldn’t they?”

The vivid depiction of the naval battle using the advanced production techniques of the fantasy world inspired the empire’s navy, which was responsible for the seas. In fact, many of the tactics used by Admiral Yi Sun-sin already existed. The Crane Wing formation, one of his representative tactics, had already been used many times in land battles.

However, Admiral Yi Sun-sin applied these tactics in a unique way to defeat the enemy. His creative decision to deploy the Crane Wing formation at sea, not on land, was a prime example of this.

His exceptional and flexible foresight was something that even the soldiers of this world could emulate. Based on this, the empire’s navy, which had a somewhat rigid mindset, began to research more innovative tactics.

Furthermore, if Admiral Yi Sun-sin’s strategic plans became popular among the higher-ups of the imperial army, and…

“Those who are willing to die will live, those who to try to spare their own lives will die.”

Admiral Yi Sun-sin’s famous saying began to trend among frontline knights.

Even Wolfgang, the crown prince, was captivated by the play,  <Admiral Lee>, which had also captivated academy cadets. Knights who were curious about its content flocked to see the play and became deeply immersed in it.

Courage and love for one’s country have always been the core virtues of chivalry.

The knights of the empire, from a young age, engrave these deeply in their hearts and train in martial arts.

And rarely was there a saying that struck a chord with them as deeply as the famous lines from <Admiral Lee>.

…Of course, the knights living in this Western-style fantasy world didn’t fully grasp the profound meaning behind Admiral Yi Sun-sin’s words.

“Charge! Charge forward!”

“Do not retreat! Remember Admiral Lee’s words!”

“Those who are willing to die will live, those who to try to spare their own lives will die.”

Admiral Yi’s mention of ‘if you wish to live, you will die; if you are willing to die, you will live’ was fundamentally a tactical strategy. It wasn’t about recklessly charging forward or endorsing indiscriminate assaults, but about properly preparing and confronting the enemy tactically.

On the other hand, the preferred tactic among the knights of this otherworld was to charge straight at the enemy. It wasn’t surprising they interpreted Admiral Yi’s words in a rather peculiar way.


However, this series of misunderstandings didn’t become a disadvantage for the Imperial Army; instead, it turned into an advantage.

No matter how brave a knight is, there will be moments of fear and the instinct to save one’s life.

Especially for those with families to protect, the attachment to life was even stronger.

For such people, Admiral Lee’s famous saying acted as a magical phrase that allowed them to forget their fears and worries before a mission.

“Hold your ground until the retreat order is given!”

“The brave will live! The cowardly will die! Do not die as a coward, but return alive as a brave father!”

“Never flee! A wound on the back is a knight’s shame!”

Knights were expected to be both the sword and shield of the Empire, fighting against monsters, other races, and enemy nations.

When they were able to forget their anxiety and fear, the mages and priests could assist them in battle more effectively.

… As a result, the survival rate of the knights increased significantly.

Truly, the Admiral Lee syndrome.

The storm of cultural shock caused by Admiral Yi Sun-sin was sweeping across the entire empire.

However, the true impact Admiral Lee had on the Empire was being realized not in the capital, but in the cold, desolate northern lands.

 

✧❅✦❅✧

 

“Have a seat. I came here to speak with you alone.”

At the far northern edge of the Holy Empire’s territory lies the Bestfall Mountain Fortress.

A place ruled by bone-chilling cold and solitude.

Inside this impregnable fortress, built to combat the demons of the Northern Sea, two men faced each other.


One was Sir Wenford, a noble knight who had been demoted and was now serving as a common soldier on the empire’s front lines.

The other was Heinrich von Clausewitz, the Emperor of the Empire, who had ordered Wenford’s demotion and posting.

“The capital has been quite noisy. The play, Admiral Lee, has caused an enormous sensation.”

The middle-aged Emperor, who shared the same raven-black hair as his son, Prince Wolfgang.

With a sharp, wolf-like demeanor and a cold, steely presence, he sipped his warm coffee.

Sitting across from him, Sir Wenford smiled politely.

“Your Majesty, I too have heard of the news. My humble daughter is so enamored with Admiral Lee that she can’t seem to get enough.”

“Hmm.”

“She’s been skipping the academy and going to see it again and again, which has me quite worried. No matter how entertaining a play is, I can’t understand why such a diligent child would be so obsessed with one work…”

“Perhaps it reminds her of you.”

Clink—! 

The Emperor placed his coffee cup down on the table, cutting off Wenford’s speech.

“Remembering her father, who lost all his honor and was sent to the frontlines after incurring the Emperor’s displeasure.”

At the sharp words of his lord, Sir Wenford fell silent.

And the emperor said nothing more, maintaining an awkward silence.

Indeed, the character created by the unknown playwright ‘Phantom’ bore a striking resemblance to him in many ways.

Commanding soldiers with exceptional bravery and strategy to defeat enemies.

Being slandered by greedy traitors and having his rightful military achievements stripped away.

Being demoted to a mere knight and sent to serve as an ordinary soldier after offending the Emperor.

Even after going through all this, he never resented the emperor who had cast him aside and remained loyal to the end.

“… I haven’t seen the play myself.”

The Emperor broke the prolonged silence.

“I only know about it because my son has been raving about it. He spent an entire day chattering about the play, holding me and his sister hostage with his tales.”

It remains unclear what intention the playwright had in crafting this story.

Whether it was pure coincidence, whether the script was inspired by Sir Wenford, or if there was a deeper, more profound motive remains uncertain.

However, the story of Admiral Lee gave the Emperor a sudden realization.

A realization about how to ‘deal’ with the problem of Sir Wenford, who had been troubling him knowingly or unknowingly all this time.

“…I have disliked you, Wenford, for a long time,” the Emperor began in a dark voice, closing his eyes.

“Being near you made me feel insignificant. Compared to you, who excelled in every aspect, I felt like I was capable of nothing but politics. You were the epitome of an ideal knight.”

“……………”

“At first, it was just a feeling of disdain. I acknowledged your exceptional abilities and gave you the respect you deserved, but that was all. You were just an annoying guy I had no personal affection for. That was all.”

“Your Majesty…”

“But soon, that feeling grew into jealousy and eventually into suspicion and fear. Everywhere I went, it felt like people were whispering that the truly deserving hero as ruler was not Heinrich, but Sir Wenford. The higher your fame rose, the more I heard such murmurs.”

King Seonjo similarly did not despise Yi Sun-sin from the start.

In fact, until Yi Sun-sin was appointed as the naval commander of Jeolla Province, King Seonjo was a strong supporter and benefactor.

So much so that complaints arose about Yi Sun-sin’s rapid promotions being too excessive.

However, that favor disappeared in an instant after the Imjin War.

King Sunjo, who had become more wary after the rebellion, doubted even Yi Sun-shin’s loyal heart.

That mistrust soon turned into fear, hatred, and inferiority, which tightened around the king like a vice.

Even when the deposed hero served as an ordinary soldier without complaint.

Even when he preserved the country and the royal ancestral shrines with genuine patriotism.

Even when he finally met a glorious end at Noryang, shot by enemy bullets

King Seonjo continued to belittle and ignore Yi Sun-sin out of personal feelings until the very end.

And King Sunjo’s actions were embodied in the nameless character of ‘King’ in the play <Admiral Lee> written by the playwright Phantom.

Of course, the script doesn’t explicitly blame the king or point the finger at him.

On the contrary, the King’s foolishness was greatly reduced compared to the original history to avoid political controversy. The fact that there were many spectators who cursed the villain Warken, but no spectators who specifically cursed the king, was proof of this.

Nevertheless.

“But after hearing my son talk incessantly about the play… I’ve had a lot to ponder.”

For an Emperor with a hero akin to Admiral Lee as his subject, there were subtle but undeniable connections.

“You’ve always been that kind of person. No matter how much I insulted you or agreed with the slanders of the traitors, you never showed any sign of resentment towards me. Instead, you gave me advice without hesitation, even risking your life. And even when I banished you by my order, you would return as if you had never been banished and defeat my enemies. From the barbarians who invaded the border to the rebels who threatened my throne.”

Sir Wenford, a knight of the empire, was a man of unwavering loyalty.

Even knowing that the emperor was wary of him, he willingly endured hardship.

Even when he was treated with ingratitude, he always prayed for the safety of the royal family and his Lord.

While the Emperor ignored his nobility with personal feelings, Sir Wenford continued to fulfill his duty as a subject until the end.

And when he was finally able to objectively view this contradiction from a third-person perspective.

A completely new emotion began to take root in the Emperor’s heart.

“I have been petty and narrow-minded.”

The Emperor stood up and then knelt on the stone floor of the reception room.

He bowed his head like a prisoner seeking redemption, sincerely apologizing for his past mistakes.

“Please forgive this foolish monarch, Sir Wenford? Can you forgive all the persecution I have inflicted on you and your family? Can you call me your emperor again, this pitiful me?”

“Y-Your Majesty! Please stand up! Your Majesty!”

A startled Sir Wenford also sprang to his feet and knelt down in the same way.

He couldn’t dare touch the Emperor’s sacred body, so he hesitated, and pure emotion overwhelmed the noble knight, making him shed transparent tears.

A loyal retainer, William Wenford, who had been unjustly demoted due to the machinations of traitors and the Emperor’s jealousy.

It was the day he was finally set to make a grand return to central politics.

And this joyous news.

Would soon reach the ears of Sir Wenford’s lone daughter, who was continuing her studies at the academy.

 

— End of Chapter —
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My beloved daughter, Rosalyn,

How is your life at Bronde Academy? 

I’m delighted to share some wonderful news with you.

A long letter filled with joyous news after a long time.

Tears streaming down her face, Sir Wenford’s daughter, Rosalyn Wenford, held it close to her heart.

“Father…” she whispered.

Her luscious red curls that cascaded down her back like summer roses; those vibrant green eyes that sparkled like fresh leaves; and a delicate, intelligent face that possessed both innocence and allure.

She was considered one of the two most beautiful students at the academy, alongside Princess Diana. A soft smile bloomed on her lips as she read.

It had been years since her father had been exiled to the frontier, having fallen out of the Emperor’s favor. After her family lost its power, Rosalyn’s life had turned into a living nightmare overnight.

Friends she had once been close to had abandoned her.

She was subjected to nothing but scorn, cold stares, and veiled insults.

Even life at the academy, a place where most students went with hearts full of hope and excitement, was a constant reminder of her isolation. She was treated like an invisible ghost.

However, as fate often does, her family’s fortune had changed overnight.

Her father was now the Minister of War, in charge of the Empire’s entire army. Her status was elevated as the precious daughter of the Minister of the War.

And all these miracles were thanks to a single play.

“The Phantom Writer…”

She didn’t know if he had actually based the play on the Emperor and her father. But regardless of his intentions, the ripple effect of his work had been extraordinary.


“Thank you. Thank you so much.”

For Rosalyn, who had been living a life of misery and despair, the Phantom was more than just a playwright.

He was her savior, the one who had rescued her from a life of suffering. 

He was a Hero among Heroes, a knight in shining armor, straight out of a fairytale.

Of course, her respect for Phantom wasn’t just because she owed him a debt of gratitude

Even ignoring that aspect, <Admiral Lee> was a genius work.

It wasn’t merely because the content was entertaining.

Phantom’s script had a strange power that captivated people.

It drew you in, making you feel like you were watching real people, not fictional characters; it was an immersive experience, unlike anything she had ever encountered before.

Who else could have penned such an immortal masterpiece other than a master novelist?

“…Fufufu.”

Lost in her thoughts, she let out a giggle.

How long had it been since she could enjoy herself so freely?

It felt like she had returned to her carefree childhood days, without any worries.

Carefully folding her father’s letter and keeping it safe, Rosalyn gently turned the doorknob of her dormitory.

On the day when such an unexpected blessing found her.

There were naturally people with whom she had to share this joy.

 

✧❅✦❅✧

 


Shortly after the premiere of <Admiral Lee: The Final Battle>.

“W-What did the theater receive?”

I was dazed, my mind blank, as I asked the question.

“Sponsorship funds! A massive amount of sponsorship funds from the royal family! They said they want to attend the next performance together with His Majesty the Emperor!”

Mr. Renoir replied with a beaming smile.

“The young prince earnestly persuaded His Majesty! Apparently, he’s an ardent fan of Admiral Lee! He even joked that if the sequel had been delayed any longer, he might have deployed the Imperial Guard to apprehend you!”

…He was joking, right? He wasn’t serious about the Imperial Guard, right?

“Let’s talk about the rest inside! We need to discuss how to distribute the sponsorship funds. You’ll be receiving the lion’s share, of course, considering the significant contribution of your script! Hahahaha!”

Mr. Renoir laughed heartily and patted my shoulder, his joy infectious.

Thanks to Phantom, the theater’s prestige had risen, and he seemed overjoyed.

As for me, I couldn’t bring myself to share in his merriment.

 

✧❅✦❅✧

 

“Arhh…”

As I made my way back to the dormitory from the Killgrewber Theater Company, I let out a long sigh. I had changed back into my school uniform, shedding my Phantom disguise.

The thought crossed my mind, ‘I can’t just return the sponsorship funds, can I?’

If this was my old life as Ha Eun-seong, such a windfall would have sent me reeling with ecstasy. I had made a fortune from just two plays, a mountain of gold from ticket sales and the Imperial sponsorship sitting in my bank account.

But my sentiments as Balthazar Arture differed.

‘This is nothing like some rich patron’s sponsorship!’


The sponsorship was a sign of appreciation, but it was also a subtle form of pressure, a not-so-gentle nudge to produce my next masterpiece. It was a message, unspoken yet clear: I’ve given you this, so you better deliver.

And it better be good. Don’t even think about slacking off now.

Suddenly, an image flashed across my mind; a scene from a horror movie I had seen back in my old life, a movie that came out in 1990.

‘Ah! How dare you kill my Misery!’

‘You laze around after all I’ve done for you? An ungrateful writer!’

‘Your writing is magnificent, Paul! Which is precisely why I’m going to break your legs and make sure you never leave me!’

Misery, a movie based on a Stephen King novel, was a writer’s worst nightmare brought to life. It had just been a fun, fictional story in my old life. But here… it felt a little too real.

“Ugh, that’s chilling!”

I couldn’t help but shudder, recalling the harrowing scene of Annie Wilkes shattering the protagonist’s ankles.

But the deed was done; it wasn’t as if I could just refuse the sponsorships. 

That would be seen as an insult to the Imperial Family. And if I accepted it and then disappeared, that would be considered treason.

And besides, wouldn’t the theater company suffer if I suddenly quit? Finding another playwright who could replicate the Phantom’s success would be impossible.

So I slogged back to my dorm with a pounding in my head.

And upon opening my door, who should I find but…

“Hey there, roomie.”

Maurice, sitting on his bed with a slightly tipsy grin on his face, waved at me.

“Welcome back, Balthazar!”

And standing next to him, in our all-male dorm room… was Rosalyn.

“Rosalyn? What are you doing here?”

Rosalyn Wenford had always been isolated, having had to keep her distance from others due to her family’s political situation; the only people she was remotely close to were Maurice and I. Our families had long-standing ties with the Wenford family.

Even then, we had to be careful not to attract too much attention, given her father’s strained relationship with the Emperor.

“Well, it just became official. My father has been appointed Minister of War. The Emperor has finally recognized his loyalty!” 

“R-Really?”

I had caught wind of such rumblings in recent days.

Sir Wenford, the honorable general, fallen into disfavor and relegated to the borderlands by the Emperor’s whim…

I had heard those rumors. They said he was mending his relationship with the Emperor and preparing for his return to politics.

They had seemed like baseless gossip, but Rosalyn’s reaction confirmed that they were true.

“It’s all thanks to the Phantom writer. My father was able to return to the capital because of his play,” Rosalyn said, clasping her hands together and gazing up at the ceiling with a dreamy expression.

“He’s a genius, a gift from heaven. The delicate lines that touch the soul, the characters’ powerful conveyance and immersion, and even the impeccable pacing—he’s like a savior of my life and soul.”

…And that Phantom is actually me.

It felt strange hearing someone praise me so effusively, right to my face.

Whistle—!

Maurice whistled from behind to tease me; his mischievous, giggling face made me want to give him a good smack.

Feeling somewhat awkward, I quickly tried steering the conversation in another direction.

“That’s great news, Rosalyn. But you didn’t come all the way here just to sing the Phantom writer’s praises, did you? Female students aren’t allowed in the boys’ dormitories.”

Bronde Academy strictly separates living areas by gender.

Both boys and girls are barred from entering each other’s designated areas according to school rules.

Of course, there were always rule breakers, students who found ways to sneak around. But it was surprising to see Rosalyn, a model student, breaking the rules.

“No, that’s not why I came,” Rosalyn said with a gentle smile. She took a step closer, her voice barely a whisper. “I just… wanted to thank you and Maurice. Especially you.”

“Thank me?”

“Yes, because of you, I managed to survive the harrowing times at the academy. When others treated me like an outcast, it was your kind words and warm gaze that helped me get through it.”

“…………..”

“You said it yourself, didn’t you? Fortune and misfortune come and go like a spiral. Life is unpredictable. You told me to be patient, to persevere, and that one day, the light would shine on me again.”

She quietly held my hand and bowed her head.

A soft blush spread across her peach-colored cheeks.

“Thank you. Because of your words, I didn’t give up, and I was able to experience a miracle like today. You and the Phantom writer are my lifelong Heroes, Balthazar.”

Endure, and the light will shine again.

Those weren’t words I had spoken with any real conviction; they had simply been words of comfort, offered to a girl who was being ostracized for no fault of her own.

I had lived a long life, fifty years if you combined my time in this world with my previous life.

After going through all sorts of ups and downs, I’ve come to realize that the saying ‘Fortune is fickle’ was the most fitting adage.. And to think that my meaningless words of comfort, coupled with two plays I had written on a whim, had saved her life…

A sense of pride gently swelled within me, a feeling I had never known before.

Reflecting on my current self, I thought my parents back home would be incredibly proud of their son’s ‘achievements.’

‘…Come to think of it, even my parents don’t know I’m Phantom.’

The only person who knows I’m Phantom was my childhood friend, Maurice.

I had returned to boarding school shortly after finishing the second script, so I hadn’t had a chance to tell them. Which was why I had received a package from home containing two tickets to <Admiral Lee>, along with a note urging me to take a nice girl on a romantic date.

‘I don’t even have the luxury to think about dating.’

Especially now with the sponsorship funds from the royal family.

I had to find inspiration, churn out new material and complete the script swiftly.

An epic tale befitting a hero comparable to Admiral Yi Sun-sin, one that would resonate with both the imperial family and nobility.

But in the face of this, I drew a blank.

After all, it wasn’t as if a character as spectacular as Admiral Yi would just pop into my head.

Unaware of my inner turmoil, Maurice lifted a glass from the communal table and said.

“Hey, Balthazar! Come and join us! Rosalyn brought some top-tier wine to celebrate! And she even brought a board game! We’re going to play once you get here.”

“Wine? Fine. But a board game? Are you five years old?”

“I-I’m sorry, Balthazar. It was actually my idea because I wanted to play. Maybe it’s a bit childish?”

“…It’s just that you have childlike innocence and purity, Rosalyn! Even adults have at least one cherished hobby that never changes!”

Damn it, Maurice.

I hesitated, trying to gauge Rosalyn’s reaction. But Maurice, oblivious to my discomfort, gestured towards my usual seat and said, “Hurry up and sit down, man! We need to start! The die is already cast!”

“Oh, shut up.”

A board game? Seriously? My head is killing me.

I don’t care if some stupid die has been… wait a minute.

The die is cast?

That’s it—!!

An idea struck me.

Feeling jubilant inside, I clenched my fists tightly.

The Phantom’s next work following <Admiral Lee>.

I finally knew who the protagonist should be.

 

— End of Chapter —
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“Oh-ho, Julius Caesar, huh? Is that the title of your next work?”

“Yes, Mr. Renoir.”

“That’s an interesting choice. I’m assuming the protagonist is a historical figure from ancient times?”

“You could say that.”

From a medieval perspective, ancient Rome was the distant past. And Julius Caesar, who laid the foundations of the Roman Empire, was a figure shrouded in legend.

Thankfully, this world also had its own version of a glorious, ancient civilization, similar to Rome. Because of this, Mr. Renoir could grasp the historical setting within the script of <Julius Caesar> without much difficulty.

“Oh-ho, hmmm! Ohhh! This part is the best! No, cancel that! This part is the most excellent! No, no, cancel that too! Every scene is a masterpiece!”

Mr. Renoir devoured the script, muttering to himself and getting increasingly excited with each page he turned. He would be playing the lead role of Caesar, so his enthusiasm was understandable.

“…My goodness, Phantom! This work rivals <Admiral Lee>!”

With a thud, Renoir closed the script and exclaimed.

He rubbed his bearded chin and added in a serious tone.

“No, in some ways, it’s a masterpiece that surpasses <Admiral Lee>! Caesar’s rise to power, his struggles, his victories, and his tragic downfall! All of these elements are interwoven so perfectly to create a complete and satisfying narrative! It’s like his tragic death… ties everything together.”

I could see why he felt that way.

After realizing that the audience in this world had a higher tolerance for sad endings than I had expected, I had deliberately written the play as a classic tragedy.

Tragedy was one of the oldest genres of storytelling, going back to the origins of art itself. The golden age of ancient Greek culture was marked by tragic plays that depicted the lives and deaths of mythical heroes.

The great Athenian philosopher Aristotle, in his treatise Poetics, defined tragedy as follows—

Tragedy, then, is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds being found in separate parts of the play; in the form of action, not of narrative; through pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions.


In that sense, there was no one more fitting for a tragic play than Julius Caesar. Even Shakespeare, one of the greatest writers in the English language, had written a tragedy based on his life.

“Thank you for the praise. Let’s start preparing the stage set immediately. Since His Majesty the Emperor will be attending, everything must be prepared to perfection.”

Theater was a collaborative art form. It required more than just script and acting. Everything had to be carefully considered, from the direction to the costumes, the props, the makeup…

And <Julius Caesar> was set against the backdrop of Rome, the cradle of European civilization. To do it justice, we had to prepare items ranging from everyday clothes like togas and tunics to the Lorica Segmentata of Roman Legionnaires.

‘The expenses will be considerable, but with the sponsorship funds from the royal family, it should be manageable.’

After all, the sponsorship funds are not meant to be pocketed; they serve as seed money for creating more outstanding works.

The Imperial donation had been so generous that staging a single play wouldn’t strain our finances.

Thus, I was deep in thought about the designs to send to the high-end costume shop in the capital, with which the Killgrewber Theater Company had an exclusive contract.

“Hmm, this is all very good, but…” Mr. Renoir said, flipping to a page near the middle of the script. He sounded a little dubious.

“This section, the one you’re calling the ‘Gallic Wars’… Do we really have to cast orcs for the roles of the villain, Vercingetorix, and his subordinates?”

“Yes. I’m very particular about this part. Please follow my vision.”

One of the most critical aspects of constructing a theater set is realism.

To fully immerse the audience in the story, the onstage reality must evoke real-world associations.

In a world where elves, dwarves, and dragons exist, the appearance of other races also plays a crucial role in the realism.

And in this world, the Orcs were the closest equivalents to the Celts of Gaul.

A savage warrior race, both despised and feared by the Romans.

Considering the aspect of realism, no one fits the role of the villains in the Gallic Wars better than the orcs.

But Mr. Renoir didn’t seem convinced.

“But His Majesty the Emperor himself will be attending! Are you suggesting we let those crude, violent orcs perform on stage? Savages who belong in labor camps or fighting pits, not in a theater…”

“Trust me. Casting orcs as Vercingetorix and his Gallic warriors is the best choice.”


“Uh, um… Alright. I’ll trust your artistic judgment. After all, it was your expertise that ensured the success of <Admiral Lee>.”

“Thank you.”

Orcs typically lived in small tribes outside the boundaries of civilization. But there were quite a few who lived in the capital, seeking employment or citizenship.

We would hold proper auditions and choose the most suitable orcs for the role of Vercingetorix and his subordinates.

‘A Hero shines brightest when he has a worthy opponent.’

If the role of the antagonist is half-baked, it renders the protagonist’s struggles equally half-baked.

Vercingetorix was an extraordinary leader who almost succeeded in repelling Caesar’s invasion of Gaul.

To bring the story to life, I couldn’t settle for just any orc in this pivotal role.

 

✧❅✦❅✧

 

A short while later, on the exclusive stage of the Killgrewber Theater Company…

“Next!”

“Uh, m-my brothers of Gaul. Fight for freedom with m-me…”

“Thank you. Next!”

“I, I surrender! Just spare the lives of my brethren!”

“Next!”

Orc laborers, recruited from nearby docks with the cooperation of the city council, were auditioning for a role in the Phantom writer’s upcoming play.

For the role of Vercingetorix.

To ensure that the Emperor’s family would be treated to a flawless masterpiece.


Mr. Renoir, the theater manager, and I, the playwright, were overseeing the auditions.

About an hour into the process…

“Phantom, are you sure we should keep going? There were a few decent candidates. We could just choose one of them. Or we could revise the casting and look for a human actor…”

Mr. Renoir sounded bored. He clearly didn’t understand why I was so insistent on casting an orc.

I could sympathize with his frustration.

Most orcs in the Imperial Capital were laborers who had come seeking employment.

They were like the construction workers you might encounter back in Korea, strong and hardworking, but not exactly known for their artistic talents.

It was natural for Mr. Renoir to see this whole audition process as a waste of time.

Nonetheless, I was resolute.

“No, it has to be an Orc actor to fit my vision.”

The Emperor himself would be attending the play. I had to give it my all. 

And that meant paying attention to every detail. If I wanted to capture the raw, gritty atmosphere of the Gallic Wars, I needed a race that was as savage and masculine as Orcs.

Besides, Vercingetorix was the main villain of the Gallic Wars, a pivotal character in the play. He didn’t need to be a brilliant actor, but he had to have charisma, a presence that could captivate the audience.

‘Among all these laborers, there’s bound to be one, somewhere.’

You never knew where you might find a diamond in the rough.

“Next. Next.” 

So we continued, next, and then next.

Auditioning one by one.

“Hmm?”

A hulking Orc, radiating confidence, strode onto the stage. He towered over us, nostrils flaring, as he looked down at Mr. Renoir and me.

“Ah, contestant number 28. Your name is Bokio, correct?”

“That is correct. I have been summoned to assist with the Killgrewber Theater Company’s production.”

His voice was surprisingly refined, a stark contrast to his rough appearance. I stared at his broad shoulders, his rock-hard physique, momentarily speechless. His height and imposing stature were certainly impressive. But what really caught my eye was his face.

Unlike most Orcs, he was handsome. Ruggedly handsome, radiating a sense of raw masculinity and charisma.

 

✧❅✦❅✧

 

Even before the audition had properly begun, based on his sheer appearance alone, he was already scoring high marks, easily earning at least 50 points.

“Alright. Let’s get straight to the point and start the audition.”

Still, what really mattered on stage was realistic acting.

Curious to see how well he would embody the role, I gave him directions.

“Please read the scene where Vercingetorix addresses his compatriots. It’s the part where everyone gathers before the altar to steel themselves against Caesar’s forthcoming invasion.”

“Understood.”

Ahem, ahem. At my words, Bokio lightly cleared his throat to prepare. 

As he took a moment to collect his breath and immerse himself, his eyes widened menacingly.

“My brothers of Gaul! Let us stand firm against the invader, Caesar!”

……Gasp.

Bokio’s thunderous cry resonated like a clap of thunder, causing me to hold my breath and widen my eyes in astonishment.

His deep, powerful voice, characteristic of orcs, amplified a natural intensity that he exuded without any formal training, and it was truly astounding.

“Rome may rob us of our lives, but it cannot steal our freedom!”

Following the script’s direction, he raised his fist and bellowed.

“We will stand as free men against the invaders, and we will die as free men! Rise up, my precious brothers! Caesar will rue the day he set foot in Gaul…!!”

His powerful shout reverberated throughout the entire theater.

As the echoes faded, all that remained were Mr. Renoir’s and my own muted breaths.

“…What do you think, Mr. Renoir?”

Mr. Renoir, the veteran actor, was speechless, his eyes wide with astonishment. 

I swallowed dryly and asked while glancing at him.

“Good heavens.”

Mr. Renoir let out a long breath and then uttered a single exclamation of awe.

Turning to me, he gave a delightful smile.

“I believe we’ve just found our Vercingetorix, Phantom.”

 

✧❅✦❅✧

 

“Alright, everyone, line up! The play will begin soon!”

“The talk of the town, the next play by Phantom, the writer of <Admiral Lee>! He has returned triumphantly with <Julius Caesar>!”

“His Majesty the Emperor himself is scheduled to attend! Her Highness the Princess and His Highness the Prince will be accompanying him!”

The fateful day the curtain was to rise on <Julius Caesar>.

The front of the Killgrewber Theater Company was packed with people.

From dignified guests with properly purchased tickets, to street spectators who just wanted to see the Emperor’s family, countless citizens, regardless of their status, gathered. The theater entrance had truly become a battlefield for everyone.

“Hey, stop pushing! It’s not like the play is only showing for a day or two!”

“This is a play that His Majesty the Emperor will personally attend! I must secure a spot to make an impression!”

“Lord Cherny! Please, maintain your dignity!! To think a nobleman would cut in line, aren’t you ashamed?”

“Ah, shut up! You think I don’t know you secretly bought tickets from a scalper? Ever since you whined about missing <Admiral Lee>, it was obvious!”

The noisy chatter of the people gathered.

It was a testament to the fervor <Julius Caesar> had ignited in the capital.

And today, the Killgrewber Theater Company will be performing <Julius Caesar> for the first time.

I, too, was pacing in front of the theater, dressed in formal attire.

“Balthazar! Over here, over here!”

“Senior Wenford!”

A woman with red hair waved cheerfully from afar.

I smiled and walked towards her with measured steps

Dressed in an elegant outing dress, white gloves on her hands, and a necklace around her neck, she was a picture of beauty.

Thanks to her father, Sir Wenford’s rapid rise, Rosalyn Wenford had been elevated to the status of a duchess.

 

— End of Chapter —
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“Sorry. Have you been waiting long?” Rosalyn, with an embarrassed look, offered an apology.

She smiled brightly while fanning herself with a noble’s fan.

“At least I’m not late. Let’s head in and find our seats quickly.”

Ever since her father’s affairs were resolved, her complexion had greatly brightened.

I felt a surge of pride, knowing I had played a part in it.

After all, one play I’d written had ended up saving someone’s life.

“It’s a shame Maurice couldn’t make it. It would have been more fun if the three of us could watch it together.”

“Let him be. He’s probably going to watch it with his girlfriend later anyway.”

Maurice, that rascal, had a girlfriend he had been dating for a while.

Her name was Julianne, I believe?

A feisty girl with light freckles, quite charming.

I heard they watched both parts of <Admiral Lee> together on a cozy date.

Damn him. And here I was, living a life devoid of romance since coming to this world, and he had to rub it in my face.

“Speaking of which, is it really okay if you watched it with me, Senior? I’m sure there are plenty of noble sons vying for your attention. Aren’t you worried they’ll be jealous?”

I asked, trying to suppress my irritation. Rosalyn made a pouty face and retorted briskly.

“Hmph, let them be jealous. From now on, I’m only watching Phantom’s plays with you, Balthazar.”

She was angry. And she had every reason to be.


It must be frustrating to see those who participated in her ostracization suddenly cling to her now that she had become the Duke’s daughter overnight.

Even I almost felt like vomiting at the sight of students suddenly flocking to Rosalyn.

It’s one thing to lack conscience, but this is too much.

How could they treat her as if she didn’t exist just the day before and then act like this?

It was a good thing Senior was kind enough not to call them out on their hypocrisy.

If it were me, I would have cursed them out and chased them away.

“Ahem.”

Just then, Senior Rosalyn sniffed the air subtly and smiled.

She nudged my shoulder playfully and said, “Balthazar, you’re wearing fig perfume? It’s unusual to see men wearing perfumes with floral or fruity scents.”

“Ah, this? It’s nothing special; my mother just chose it for me.”

I never cared much for appearances, both in my past life and this one.

I wasn’t interested in beauty, and maintaining basic hygiene was enough for me.

Besides, House Arture had been a family of knights who lived by the sword for generations.

A family of warriors, all possessing sturdy builds, tall statures, and sharp features.

I suppose I inherited my mother’s softer features, but I was still very much an Arture.

Which meant I was even less inclined towards such frivolous matters.

Oftentimes, my mother and the maids were the ones who took care of my appearance, reminding me constantly. 

“Does it… not suit me? A rough person like me wearing fig perfume?”

I asked jokingly, and senior Rosalyn shook her head gently.

She then slipped her arm through mine and added.


“It suits you well. And what part of you is rough? The Baltazar Arture I know is a very delicate and warm person.”

Delicate and warm, huh?

It was such high praise that my face flushed without me realizing it.

In reality, I’m just a laid-back, lazy ordinary Korean guy.

Rosalyn gently tugged my arm and said,

“The performance is about to start. Let’s go in. Even His Majesty the Emperor has graced us with his presence.”

The imperial family must have already entered the theater; they would be seated in the VIP box, where the highest quality service was provided for distinguished guests.

The best seats in the house, with the finest view and personal attendants to cater to their every need.

“Phantom is truly amazing. It’s not enough that he has captivated the Academy students. Now his talent has mesmerized the entire capital, including His Majesty? The title of ‘God-given talent’ is well-deserved. Don’t you think so, Balthazar?”

“Haha, yes. Well…”

Of course. Who else could it be?

The esteemed and beloved playwright, Phantom.

I couldn’t help but smile wryly at the sight of Senior Rosalyn, oblivious to the fact that she was arm-in-arm with the playwright himself.

 

✧❅✦❅✧

 

Caesar, a young head of a declining noble family, made his mark on history.

Although his beginnings were humble, his end would be grand.

A man of unparalleled ambition, he was a young man who dreamed of one day becoming a consul, wielding the might of Rome.

To achieve this, he began his career on foreign battlefields as a member of the Roman legions.


A diamond in the rough, he steadily climbed the ladder of success, serving as an aedile, a praetor, and more.

Finally, in 59 BC, at the age of just 41, he achieved his long-desired goal of becoming consul.

He positioned himself as a mediator between two powerful politicians, becoming a key figure in the historically renowned “First Triumvirate.”

He secured the backing of Crassus, the wealthiest man in Rome and a master of finance.

He formed a marriage alliance with Pompey, hailed as the greatest general Rome had ever seen.

[To our alliance! Hahaha!]

[May it last forever!]

[One for all, and all for one!]

A line borrowed with slight modifications from Alexandre Dumas’s novel, <The Three Musketeers>.

With this toast, Caesar, Crassus, and Pompey, played by their respective actors, raised their glasses in a toast that marked the highlight of Act 1.

Of course, the Roman Senate, wary of the ambitious Caesar, kept a close eye on him.

As his term as Consul neared its end, they attempted to exile him to the distant outskirts of the empire, appointing him as a governor.

But Caesar, having anticipated the Senate’s ploy, made a bold move to turn the situation to his advantage.

He chose Gaul (present-day France and Belgium) as his destination, a land yet to be conquered by Rome. His aim was to achieve military glory by subduing the Celtic tribes flourishing there and use it as leverage for his return to politics.

[I, Caesar, shall return!]

As he departed for his governorship, Mr. Renoir, playing Caesar, declared solemnly.

[Do not forget the name Julius Caesar, O Rome! Not until the day I conquer Gaul and return in triumph!]

“Magnificent! That’s what a real man is!”

“Such spirit, refusing to yield to the pressures of the corrupt Senate! The audacity to face hardship head-on! Truly a man to admire!”

“Father, Caesar became consul at 41. What have you accomplished at that age?”

“This damn play!”

The male audience members showered praise upon Caesar as they witnessed his early exploits.

A man who reached the pinnacle of power in his prime and turned a life-or-death crisis into an opportunity had clearly struck a chord in their hearts.

‘I hope His Majesty and the Prince share similar sentiments.’

Glancing at the top of the theater, where the special room prepared solely for the imperial family was, I thought.

Exceptional judgment and bold, unconventional decisions.

A monarch should most earnestly learn from Caesar’s strengths.

Pa-ba-bam~♪

With that, the main character and the legionnaires under his command slowly exited the stage.

Amid the sound of trumpets, Act 2 of <Julius Caesar>, the Gallic Wars, began in earnest.

Fortunately, the early phase of the campaign went smoothly according to Caesar’s plan.

Helvetii, Suebi, Belgae, Eburones, and various others.

He steadily accumulated military accomplishments, winning battle after battle against the resisting tribes; however, around the seventh year of the campaign, Caesar’s unilateral conquest faced an unexpected obstacle.

A young chieftain of the Arverni tribe, a warrior still revered as a national hero in France to this day, stood in his way.

It was Vercingetorix who raised the banner of anti-Roman sentiment and united Gaul.

[My brothers of Gaul! Hear my words!]

The booming voice of Bokio, the rookie actor playing Vercingetorix, resonated through the theater as he cried out,

[Caesar has murdered our brothers, enslaved their families, and desecrated our homes! Since the arrival of the Roman legions, the only music to grace our ears has been the mournful cries for the dead!]

‘…That orc was born to be an actor.’

I couldn’t help but think as I watched Bokio’s passionate performance from my seat.

I hadn’t expected much from an orc in terms of acting, but this guy was a natural.

The noble audience, initially displeased by the inclusion of an Orc, were completely engrossed.

And even senior Rosalyn, who was so focused that she was virtually inhaling popcorn, were utterly engrossed.

[Brothers! Take up arms and rise! Let us show Caesar our might!]

A large bonfire blazed before a sacred altar.

Gathering the other chieftains, Bokio made a blood oath before the fire, declaring,

[They may take our lives, but they will never take our freedom, our fighting spirit! Remember this oath we make today, brothers! Caesar will rue the day he set foot in Gaul…!!”

[Onwards! To battle!]

[Vercingetorix! Vercingetorix! Vercingetorix!]

[Uwaaaaahhhh—!!]

Amidst the enthusiastic cheers of the orc extras, the battle between Caesar and Vercingetorix commenced; the war, which had seemed all but over, was instantly turned on its head with the appearance of a Hero.

The young hero employed every tactic at his disposal, from guerilla warfare to daring open-field engagements.

As a result, Caesar’s legions, once invincible, found themselves increasingly pressured and driven into a corner.

However, the goddess of victory did not smile upon the young Celtic leader.

The Battle of Gergovia, where he hastily engaged the Roman army in a frontal assault.

And the Battle of Alesia, which could be called Gaul’s last stand.

After suffering consecutive defeats in both battles, Vercingetorix raised the white flag.

[I have lost, Caesar.]

Mr. Renoir, the actor playing Caesar, stood tall in a conspicuous red cloak.

Meanwhile, Bokio, bound in chains, knelt before him and pleaded,

[Kill me if you must, but please spare the lives of my brothers. This is my last request as a warrior who fought you, winning and losing in turn.]

“Oh my…”

“What should we do…”

Sighs and murmurs of sympathy rippled through the audience as they watched the defeated warrior.

Surprisingly, female spectators were the ones expressing their sorrow most eagerly.

For some reason, their eyes were particularly moist as they gazed at the orc actor.

…What was this? I had aimed for an emotional climax, but this seemed a bit excessive.

‘Is this… what they call female empathy?’

While I was slightly puzzled and furrowing my brow, unable to comprehend the depth of their emotions. Just then, the theater lights came on, and the curtains closed with a swishhh.

It was time for the intermission.

 

✧❅✦❅✧

 

Intermission is generally a time given to the audience to quickly take care of things they couldn’t do during the long performance.

Hungry audience members could grab a bite to eat, while those with urgent matters could hurry to the restrooms.

But this intermission was primarily filled with the lively chatter of the female audience.

“Did you see the orc who played Vercingetorix?”

Inquired a noblewoman, covering her face with a folding fan.

The other noblewomen giggled and joined the conversation.

Unlike the male audience, who were captivated by the protagonist Caesar, the female audience was unexpectedly drawn to Vercingetorix, the opposing character.

“At first, I was a bit put off by the idea of an orc appearing in the play, but as expected, Phantom’s eye for talent is impeccable. I have to say, I found it rather… pleasing to the eyes.”

“I never knew. I always thought orcs were nothing but dim-witted barbarians… but they have such… a masculine side.”

“Muscular, broad-shouldered, with a deep voice… it really makes you wonder about their… ‘biology.’”

“Oh ho ho, tell me about it. I wouldn’t mind being held in the arms of a man with such beastly charm…”

The lively chatter wasn’t limited to these noblewomen alone.

Similar conversations were taking place all over the theater.

These women, somewhat tired of the artificial and restrictive lifestyle of the upper class, were bound by societal norms. Even their sexual desires, a basic human need, were veiled and expressed in hushed tones.

To these women, Vercingetorix’s straightforward and wild nature was a refreshing and thrilling stimulus.

Although it was not Phantom’s intention, this performance quietly sowed the seeds of a rather dangerous…..preference that began to spread in the Empire’s shadows.

— Kuh, kill me!

— I will avenge my tribe! Bear children as you killed!

— Ugh♥ Just a mere barbarian…

Originally, the orc non-con genre, as it was known on Earth, often associated with the so-called knight-r*pe genre….

{T/N – Orc, Non-consensual.}

…..Its seeds were quietly sown on this day, a genre soon to see a suspicious surge in popularity.

 

— End of Chapter —
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[…The die is cast!]

The 30-minute intermission came to an end.

And the performance of <Julius Caesar> resumed on the stage of the Killgrewber Theater Company.

The Rubicon River, depicted with the aid of magical stage effects, flowed across the stage.

And leading his legion across it, Mr. Renoir, playing the role of Caesar, shouted grandly

[To cross this river is to unleash misery upon the mortal world. To stay is to face my own ruin! Onwards! To where the gods await! To where those who have sullied our honor await!]

While Caesar was away on his campaign, the First Triumvirate in Rome had already fallen apart.

Crassus, envious of Caesar’s military glory, led an expedition to Parthia, only to meet his demise on the battlefield.

Pompey, secretly colluding with the Senate, had turned his back on Caesar completely.

Ultimately, having marched his legions to the very doorstep of Rome, Caesar found himself at a crossroads.

The Rubicon River marked the final boundary between Rome’s heartland and its provinces.

Unspoken law dictated that generals returning from campaigns must disarm their troops before crossing this river.

Crossing the Rubicon without disarming and entering Rome was an act of rebellion; a coup d’etat.

And Caesar, without hesitation, chose rebellion.

What followed was known as ‘Caesar’s Civil War,’ the event that effectively marked the end of the Roman Republic.

In this war, he defeated his rival Pompey, who had the Senate’s support, and finally stood at the pinnacle of power.

[I came, I saw, I conquered!]


Vēnī. Vīdī. Vīcī!

A dazzling triumph ceremony unfolded as Caesar utters his most famous words.

After magnanimously pardoning his surviving rivals, Caesar implemented extensive reforms across society.

He maintained a visionary perspective, transforming Rome from a mere city-state into the great empire remembered by modern people.

Caesar was undeniably a man of ambition, driven by a desire for power.

However, he did not wield this power for personal gain, but rather for the benefit of Rome.

His ambitions were always intertwined with the grand vision of reforming and revitalizing Rome.

However, the reign of such a hero did not last long.

Caesar, appointed dictator for life, held absolute power, effectively making him Emperor in all but name.

Thus, the senators, fearful of his unchecked progress, plotted his assassination in secret.

And so, on the fateful day of March 15, 44 BC…

Assassins, daggers in hand, surrounded Caesar as he arrived for the meeting.

[Death to the tyrant!]

[For Rome!]

[For the Republic!]

[Gah!]

Sharp blades rained down incessantly from all directions.

Caesar yelped in agony as multiple daggers pierced him, wringing screams of burning pain from his lips.

Meanwhile, the audience gasped, cries of shock and horror echoing throughout the theater.

“C-Caesar!”


“What’s happening?! What’s going on?!”

“No! Not Caesar! Not the hero of Rome!”

The audience must have believed that, as always, he would narrowly escape his enemies’ plot.

But alas, it seemed the hero’s luck had finally run out.

As the final assassin appeared, a look of utter shock washed over both Caesar’s and the audience’s faces.

[Brutus… even you?]

Marcus Junius Brutus, his adopted son, the one he treated like his own flesh and blood…

…he stepped forward and plunged a cold dagger into Caesar’s chest without a moment’s hesitation.

Thud—!

“Aaaahhhh!!”

“Oh, God!”

As the prop blood gushed from the actor’s abdomen, the audience erupted into piercing screams.

The sudden turn of events, the assassination of Caesar…

… left the audience stunned and speechless.

But as the spectators’ time seemed to freeze, the time on stage continued to flow forward.

[Brutus… oh, Brutus…]

Caesar slowly raised his arm, his eyes bloodshot.

His hand soon rested on the face of the very Brutus who had stabbed him.

Yet, the emotion on the hero’s face was not one of resentment; there was no searing betrayal, nor disappointment, not even anger. 

With tears slowly welling up in the actor’s eyes, Caesar gently shed a single tear.


As it traced a profound line down his cheek, Caesar quietly murmured.

[I… Am… Sorry…]

Thump—! 

With those words, he finally collapsed upon the marble floor.

His body, riddled with stab and slash wounds,

bled copiously from every injury.

The audience, who had been watching the series of events, finally snapped back to reality.

“Oh, Caesar… Caesar…”

“He truly was a great hero. To forgive the traitor who murdered him…”

Truth be told, that final scene with Brutus stabbing Caesar had a considerable amount of dramatization involved.

In reality, Brutus was not Caesar’s adopted son, and Caesar had never spoken those apologetic words to him before his death.

And those famous last words, “Brutus, even you?”, were actually a fictional creation from Shakespeare’s play.

Nevertheless, this subtle dramatization evoked two very important emotions for the developments to come.

A deep respect for Caesar, who loved his adopted son until the very end despite being betrayed.

…And rage towards Brutus, the heartless soul who murdered his own adoptive father.

[Citizens of Rome! Hear my words, I, Brutus will speak!]

Brutus, having carried out the assassination, stood before the Roman citizens, brandishing the bloodied dagger he used for the deed.

Caesar, a leader who had enjoyed the fervent support of the common people and guided Rome to greatness…

…Brutus now stood before them, his clothes stained with their beloved leader’s blood, proclaiming his justification for the act in a sorrowful voice.

He explained why he had assassinated Caesar, his adoptive father.

He argued why this act was, in fact, a necessary step to save Rome.

[I loved Caesar! But I loved Rome more! I loved the Republic more than a dictator! Thus, with tears in my eyes, I struck down the one I loved most, who sought to become a tyrant!]

His speech left the Roman citizens in turmoil.

His words were logical and persuasive on the surface.

But those seated in the audience felt differently.

“That… shameless wretch!”

“How dare he speak such words, after killing that great hero?!”

“Damn you, Brutus!”

A simmering rage coursed through the audience.

It was a righteous anger born from the loss of the protagonist they had cheered for and empathized with throughout the entire play.

And this moment was ripe to quench that anger with a satisfying climax.

And it did so, through a clever imitation of the Bard himself, William Shakespeare, and his play <Julius Caesar>.

[Silence your silver tongue, Brutus!]

A man appeared from across the stage, interrupting Brutus.

It was Marcus Antonius, Caesar’s loyal lieutenant.

[Behold, citizens of Rome! See what our hero, Caesar, has left behind in his will!]

Antonius held up Caesar’s will, prepared as a prop, and shouted.

Following his cue, the extras playing Roman citizens read its contents aloud in unison.

Upon his death, Caesar bequeathed his land to the people of Rome.

He would bestow a fortune upon every citizen, amounting to 75 drachmas in silver coins per person — 75 drachmas, a sum equivalent to almost two months’ salary for a government official today.

This alone was enough to sway public opinion, which had previously condemned Caesar as a selfish dictator.

But Antonius’s speech was not yet finished.

[Citizens! Hear me! Brutus, who accuses Caesar of being a tyrant and justifies his assassination with his forked tongue! What truly lies beneath those words?!]

Brutus retreated, his face contorted in panic.

Antonius pointed a finger at him and declared,

[Ambition! That is the truth! A vile, ugly, pitch-black ambition, nothing more!]

[Citizens of Rome! These are not liberators who struck down a tyrant! They are nothing more than murderers who killed a hero for their own selfish gains!]

Antonius’s impassioned speech instantly turned the tide of public opinion, swaying the hearts of the wavering citizens.

At that moment, a thunderous roar erupted from the audience.

“He’s right! Well said, Antonius!!”

“Boo! Brutus, you treacherous bastard!”

“Bring back Caesar, Brutus! Bring him back this instant!!”

“Execution! Execute that man! Tear him apart, limb by limb!!”

A spectacular scene unfolded. Men and women alike stood up, unleashing a torrent of boos and shouts directed at Brutus. Even though most of the gathered were upper-class nobles and wealthy individuals, they had abandoned all decorum, faces red with fury.

If it weren’t for the armored guards maintaining order, they would have stormed the stage immediately; requesting additional security from the imperial family as a precaution had been a stroke of genius.

‘Were it not for that, the actor playing Brutus would have been trampled to death by the audience.’

Passionate audiences turning on actors was not unheard of in history.

There was the case in China where an audience member killed a comedian who portrayed the villain, Cao Cao, in <Romance of the Three Kingdoms> a bit too convincingly.

And in Joseon, there was the instance where people killed a storyteller for his masterful portrayal of the villain Kim Ja-jeom in <The Story of Im Kkeokjeong>.

{T/N – Im Kkeok-jeong was the leader of a peasant rebellion in the Hwanghae Province during 1559 to 1562, which started due to heavy taxation.}

In any case, the remainder of the play proceeded smoothly, and quite swiftly. It depicted the tragic downfall of Brutus and his accomplices, who had fled after assassinating Caesar.

And finally, it concluded with the appearance of Caesar’s hidden successor, Octavian, who inherited his power.

[Hero of Rome, Caesar! May you rest in peace!]

The beautiful laurel wreath, symbolizing the Roman Emperor,

was placed on his head as the actor playing Octavian declared.

[I, Octavian, shall carry on Caesar’s legacy! Blessed be, great Rome! Forever shall we remember you, great Caesar!]

“Waaaaah—!!”

“Great Caesar—!!”

An ending where a capable successor inherits the mantle of an unparalleled hero and brings his grand vision to fruition; the audience, experiencing ultimate catharsis, gave a standing ovation, their applause fervent and deafening.

Of course, in actual history, Octavian never declared himself Emperor.

In fact, he referred to himself as Princeps (First Citizen) throughout his life, presenting himself as the guardian of the Republic.

However, in this world, even Octavian was a product of the fictional world created by the playwright Phantom.

No one would bat an eye at such a minor alteration.

“Caesar! Caesar! Caesar! Caesar!”

The curtain call commenced, the actors taking their bows, but the chants of the audience continued unabated; men and women, young and old, all united in their cries, chanting the protagonist’s name with a Other Worldly fervor.

And of course, senior Rosalyn, sitting right beside me, was no exception.

However, there was one key difference between her and the rest of the audience…

“Kyaaa, Phantom! Phantoooom—!!”

…She was wildly clapping and ecstatically chanting the playwright’s name.

Watching her cheerful(?) display, a sense of unease crept into my heart.

‘Hold on. This isn’t just a matter of worrying about the imperial family…’

Her eyes sparkled with happiness, bordering on ecstasy; this passionate fervor was a stark contrast to her usual calm and innocent demeanor.

I might be imagining things, but there was a hint of ‘madness’, a touch of obsession in her gaze.

What if she were to discover that I was Phantom?

How would Rosalyn react then?

‘Balthazar, I want to repay you for saving my father. So, never leave this basement, okay?’

‘Balthazar? Why do you keep trying to escape? Just stay by my side forever and write for me…’

‘That’s right! You don’t need legs, do you? As long as you have hands to hold a pen, Balthazar!’

“…………….”

Ugghh…I must have watched too many movies.

No matter how extreme her fandom might get,

there’s no way our sweet and considerate senior Rosaline would ever do something like that, right? Hahaha.

…Probably not.

 

— End of Chapter —
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The mysterious playwright Phantom, who hid his identity, had penned latest next work, <Julius Caesar>.

And much like <Admiral Lee>, this single play had a profound impact on the Holy Empire.

If <Admiral Lee> had revolutionized the Empire’s military, <Julius Caesar> led to a transformation in the Empire’s politics.

Following the play’s premiere, the Empire’s politicians found themselves pondering over a single question before making any decision—

‘What would Caesar have done?’

Caesar, the brilliant statesman who never concealed his ambition, yet always strived to align it with the public good.

Inspired by his actions, imperial politicians, one by one, began to follow in his footsteps.

Influential politicians started engaging in serious discussions about the welfare of the imperial citizens — because that’s what the heroic Caesar would have done.

The Imperial Parliament began to pay attention to the treatment of the military, something they had long ignored — because that’s what the hero Caesar would have done.

Dukes and counts gradually began to treat their subordinates with greater leniency and compassion – because that’s what the heroic Caesar would have done.

In politics like Caesar, in judgments like Caesar, in actions like Caesar.

Julius Caesar was no longer a mere character in a play; he had become a moral compass for the ruling class, a guiding light leading them towards the right path.

…However, not everyone welcomed Caesar’s popularity warmly.

“Your Majesty, bring the playwright Phantom here for questioning!”

“He must have written this play with sinister intentions! The very plot itself is proof enough!”

Some of the Emperor’s advisors voiced their discomfort with the play’s narrative; after all, the protagonist did overthrow the existing system through a coup and become the supreme ruler.

Of course, Phantom, anticipating this reaction, had taken appropriate measures.


Intentionally portraying the Roman Republic as the embodiment of all vices was part of his strategy. He emphasized republicanism, not the coup itself. It was framed as a great dictator dismantling the corrupt Senate and ushering in a new imperial era.

Yet even this portrayal was enough to irk officials who were sensitive to political implications.

“Your Majesty. Who can guarantee that another Caesar won’t arise after watching this play?”

“Ban ‘Julius Caesar’! It’s a dangerous play that instills vile desires for a coup in the hearts of the people!”

“Indeed! The play must be stopped immediately, and the treacherous Phantom arrested!”

Such pleas might have swayed the Emperor if this were a few weeks ago.

The Emperor, in the past, was a man consumed by paranoia, hating even the loyal Duke Wenford without cause; but the Emperor who had experienced <Admiral Lee> and <Julius Caesar> was a different man altogether.

In fact, it wasn’t the depiction of the coup in the play that was troubling him.

“The founder of our Empire also overthrew a corrupt republic and ushered in an imperial era through a righteous uprising.”

Emperor Heinrich, seated on a grand throne made of gleaming gold and darkly shimmering jewels, looked down at his advisors with a furrowed brow.

“Are you suggesting that the actions of our founding Emperor were wrong? That overthrowing the republic was an act of treason? That it was nothing more than a vile conspiracy and a coup?”

“Well, that…”

“N-No, Your Majesty! We would never dare…”

This was another reason why Phantom had chosen Caesar as the protagonist for his next play.

The Holy Empire, ruled by Emperor Heinrich…

…was also once a republic, in the distant past.

Then, the founder of the imperial family seized power through a coup and established an imperial dynasty.

Therefore, <Julius Caesar> did not appear to the Emperor as a play inciting rebellion. Instead, it felt like a play praising the imperial family, indirectly glorifying the founder of his lineage.

“…However, even so…”

Emperor Heinrich nodded slightly.


“I cannot completely disregard your concerns. The play does contain a rather explicit portrayal of the overthrow of the existing order.”

“Y-Yes! That was precisely our point…”

“Then…”

Interrupting his advisors mid-sentence, who were quick to make excuses, the emperor stood up from the throne.

And imitating the gestures of the dictator from the play <Julius Caesar>, he made a bombshell declaration—

“If I, from this day forward, become Caesar myself, there should be no problem. If I become the embodiment of a true hero, beyond anyone’s reach.”

✧❅✦❅✧

“……What?”

“Are you deaf? His Majesty the Emperor is holding a new coronation ceremony! Dressed in the outfit of Emperor Octavian from the end of the play!”

“Uh, uh….”

“And furthermore, he’s decided to use the word ‘Caesar’ as a synonym for ‘Emperor’ from now on? Aren’t we going to end up calling him His Majesty Caesar instead of His Majesty the Emperor?”

Maurice, ever the bearer of shocking news, delivered this bombshell with a disturbingly cheerful demeanor.

He gripped my shoulders tightly and chuckled,

“You crazy literary genius! First, you moved every student in the academy to tears with <Admiral Lee>, and now you’ve upended imperial tradition with <Julius Caesar>! What are the limits of your talent, I wonder?”

“…………..”

“I have a feeling the imperial family will be looking for you soon. They’ve practically adopted your creation as their own; you might even get a noble title out of it. Who knows, you might even get invited to an imperial banquet?”

No, well,

Frankly, I had no need for such burdensome things as titles or banquet invitations.

‘I’ll consider the contribution fees paid by the staggering sponsorship funds, but please, don’t look for me.’

No matter how much they enjoyed the play…


A new coronation ceremony modeled after a Roman Emperor, complete with a laurel crown and a purple toga?

And what was this about ‘Caesar’ becoming synonymous with the word ‘Emperor’?

The level of obsession in this world left me utterly speechless.

Of course, historically, many emperors had taken the name Caesar.

Kaiser in Germany, Cesarz in Poland, and Tsar in Russia — all derived their titles from Caesar.

But that was in the original world.

I never would’ve imagined the same thing happening here, all because of a play.

“Well, it’s a testament to your incredible popularity. Even more so than with <Admiral Lee>.”

Maurice patted my shoulder with a smug grin.

“They say the worst insult among the students these days is to call someone ‘Brutus’. Apparently, it’s more offensive than insulting their parents; it’s like calling them a traitor who betrayed Caesar. ”

“Huh.”

Even in my original world, Brutus, along with Judas Iscariot, was practically synonymous with “traitor.” And now, because of my play, Caesar was becoming a symbol of the Emperor, and Brutus a symbol of betrayal, immortalized in this new world.

“Oh, right. Take this.”

It was then that Maurice suddenly remembered something and reached into his pocket.

“What’s that? A letter?”

“It’s from the Killgrewber Theater Company. I think it’s a fan letter addressed to you?”

Maurice was the only one in this world who knew the true identity of the playwright Phantom; therefore, he was also playing the role of my assistant, helping out whenever needed.

Receiving letters and other correspondence intended for Phantom in a way that wouldn’t reveal his identity was part of Maurice’s duties.

As the son of a Marquis, he had access to a number of discreet channels that ensured my anonymity. It had to be a chore, but instead of complaining, he was practically begging to be my assistant.

‘It’s thrilling to help a literary genius focus on his writing!’

I suppose he felt like Engels, who supported Marx.

{T/N – referring to ‘Friedrich Engels,’ }

He was quite similar to Engels in temperament—intelligent, cool-headed, and generous.

“But who sent this fan letter for it to be written on such fine paper? It smells so pleasant even from the surface.”

Not just the scent, but the texture of the paper was soft and luxurious—clearly expensive.

Whoever sent this was definitely not from an ordinary family.

At the very least, they were from a Marquis family, possibly even a Duke’s

“How should I know? I read it as part of my inspection, but the sender wasn’t mentioned.”

“Really? Well… there’s no name, but they explicitly identify themselves as an anonymous sender.”

『 To. My dearest genius playwright, Phantom.

Greetings. I am one of your many anonymous admirers.

Allow me to express my sincere admiration for your divine talent, which has recently captivated the entire nation…

Blah blah blah, there was an endless stream of praise for Phantom.

Regardless of the flowery language, this anonymous fan, like myself, had only one request.

…However, I found the ending of both plays, where the protagonist dies, a bit… disappointing.

My younger brother is also an avid fan of yours, and he was deeply saddened by Caesar’s death.

He even held a funeral in his room, saying he wanted to mourn Admiral Lee and Caesar.

Therefore, would it be possible for you to consider happy endings for your future works?

After all, many stories deserve a joyful and bright conclusion.』

The anonymous sender had even underlined key words to emphasize their request. 

To this, I had only one response.

“Just put it in a drawer somewhere.”

“So? Should I reply that you’ll write a happy ending next time?”

“Are you out of your mind? Why should I respond to something like that? Just ignore it.”

I wasn’t opposed to writing a happy ending per se.

I was just getting tired of writing stories that were too rigid.

‘But responding to that letter is a completely different matter.’

There was a reason why real-life authors often declared ‘No unsolicited advice!’

It could lead to being manipulated, and even if that didn’t happen, catering to a single fan’s request could snowball into endless demands.

If everyone and their dog started demanding that I incorporate their ideas into my work, how would I ever manage?

Plus, I’m someone who doesn’t reveal my identity, even if it’s someone from a Duke’s family coming to meet me.

I’d also properly arranged a consensus with the Killgrewber Theater Company about keeping my identity a secret.

So, whoever wrote this, I had absolutely no interest.

Unless, of course, it was a letter sent from the imperial family.

Otherwise, it’s just persistent pestering from a fan..

✧❅✦❅✧

“Huh, really? No reply at all, is that it?”

“I apologize, Your Highness.”

As the guard bowed apologetically, the woman lounging on a sofa in a lavish private room let out a soft snort and rested her chin on her hand with an air of elegance. 

To think they wouldn’t even send a simple reply?

To be so blatantly ignored? 

Of course, she hadn’t expected any special treatment, having sent the letter anonymously as a fan. Nevertheless, it was an unusual experience for someone who was not accustomed to rejection.

“Your Highness, if you so desire, we can uncover the playwright’s identity by any means necessary. If we were to interrogate the members of the Killgrewber Theater Company using the Imperial Guard…”

“That won’t be necessary. It wouldn’t do to burden a talent responsible for the next century of imperial literature. If they wish to remain anonymous, we should respect that.”

She took a sip of her Ceylon tea, its delicate aroma filling the air, and lightly chastised her knight.

Gazing at the roaring fireplace, the woman smiled.

“You’re an interesting one, Phantom.”

The more she thought, the more she yearned to meet him in person; half curiosity, half slightly irritated amusement.

Murmuring quietly to herself, the woman’s name was Diana von Clausewitz.

The eldest daughter of Emperor Heinrich von Clausewitz, and the rightful future heir to his throne.

“Then, should I take this as a complete cessation of any efforts to identify the playwright? That you would no longer be interested in Phantom’s identity…”

“When did I say that? I simply said I had no intention of revealing their identity publicly.”

“Pardon?”

Taking another sip of Ceylon tea, the princess.

A sardonic smile spread across her plump lips.

“But there’s nothing wrong with figuring it out myself and keeping it to myself, right? And if I find out on my own, well…it’s my prerogative to tease him a little afterward.”

“Uhm, Your Highness? Are you perhaps… upset that you received no reply…”

“Silence.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The princess silenced her aide with a sly smile.

Diana von Clausewitz, the highest-ranking woman in the Empire.

She was surprisingly more mischievous than she appeared….

…And, she was quite petty too.

— End of Chapter —
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In the lazy afternoon sunlight, the Academy cafe, Blanc les Joies, basked in serenity. And sitting with graceful dignity at the best seat, where one could enjoy the gentle breeze and the finest view, was a woman.

Her hair gleamed golden, as radiant as the blazing sun.

Her sharp, yet beautifully shaped, light lime-colored eyes.

Her perfectly proportioned body was further accentuated by the well-fitted uniform.

She was Diana von Clausewitz, the Crown Princess, bearing a striking resemblance to the late Empress.

In front of her, a lady was giving a polite greeting with a respectful posture.

“Your Highness, the Princess. I hope you have had a peaceful day.”

With a deep bow, holding her skirt, Rosalyn Wenford, the red-haired Duke’s daughter, smiled kindly.

“I am immensely honored by being summoned like this, Your Highness. I hope I am not disturbing your peaceful tea time…”

“Spare me the pleasantries.”

Diana chuckled, her signature haughty smile gracing her lips.

“Just be yourself. We don’t need to worry about my father anymore, do we?”

“Hehe.”

Rosalyn lifted her head with a shy laugh at the princess’s words.

Taking a seat opposite Diana, she said,

“I missed you, Diana.”

The Duchess of Wenford addressed the Crown Princess with casual familiarity, a privilege only granted by years of childhood friendship.


Diana’s brow furrowed slightly. She spoke in a low voice, tinged with concern.

“…It must have been tough. While I was away from the academy.”

“No, it was manageable. Thank you for worrying about me.”

A radiant smile blossomed like a long-lost rose, brightening her friend’s demeanor. Diana let out a relieved sigh, seeing her friend looking much better.

Despite their fathers’ bitter relationship, the two had never lost their bond of friendship.

They both entered the esteemed Bronde Academy together, the Empire’s most prestigious educational institution.

And while they were together, the princess, albeit indirectly, served as a shield for her friend.

However, when Diana was forced to interrupt her studies due to unforeseen circumstances, Rosalyn was left alone.

Stripped of the protection of the heir to the throne,

bearing only the stigma of being the daughter of a knight who had fallen out of the Emperor’s favor.

It was fortunate that she had at least been elevated to the rank of Duchess.

‘And it was all thanks to that playwright, Phantom?’

“Hmm.”

“What is it, Diana?”

“Just… a rather amusing thought came to mind.”

She hadn’t sent the letter as the Crown Princess, so she hadn’t expected to be treated as such.

But to be so blatantly ignored? It was rather disheartening.

Her adorable younger brother, Wolfgang von Clausewitz, had recommended the play so highly.

She had heard stories of Rosalyn’s family being saved from ruin thanks to the play <Admiral Lee>.

So she, along with her family, had watched <Julius Caesar> and was instantly captivated by Phantom’s work, becoming a devoted fan. But all she received in return was utter disregard and indifference?


‘How bold of them.’

As Diana was lost in thought,

Rosalyn, as if reading her mind, rested her chin on her hands and started talking about Phantom.

“Oh, by the way, Diana. Have you seen Phantom’s new work? Julius Caesar, the one that premiered recently.”

“Of course I have. The entire imperial family went to see it.”

“That’s right. Hehe.”

Rosalyn smiled dreamily and gazed out the cafe window.

“I know that person must be just like you and me, but I can’t fathom how that person manages to write such masterpieces. Admiral Lee, Julius Caesar… it’s as if they were crafted not by a human hand, but by the gods of art and inspiration themselves.”

“…….”

“You felt it too, didn’t you, Diana? The intensity, the dynamism of their writing. The depth of their insights into the human psyche. The perfectly woven plot and the beautiful emotions infused deeply in every word. Phantom must surely be someone bestowed by the gods.”

Rosalyn poured out her admiration for Phantom without a hint of embarrassment, as if her eloquent praise was simply natural. Perhaps, being in the company of her closest friend, she felt more comfortable expressing her admiration openly.

Diana couldn’t help but smile subtly, watching her friend regain her zest for life.

She had gleaned a top-secret piece of information while watching <Julius Caesar> recently.

She was curious about how Rosalyn would react if she shared this.

“You know, Rosalyn?”

Stirring her tea with a small spoon, Diana said, her voice tinged with curiosity, “Phantom might actually be a student here at the academy?”

✧❅✦❅✧

“So, when is it coming out? When is Phantom’s new play coming out?”

“Ughhh, I can’t live without Phantom’s new work! I’ll wither away and die if a new play doesn’t come out soon!”

“Phantom’s new play is coming out tomorrow! Because every 24 hours, I’m going to bash my head in so hard that I forget about it!”


…Crazy bastards.

Witnessing these desperate pleas day after day, I couldn’t help but feel a genuine sense of terror.

Was this what they called bright-eyed fanatics?

That was the perfect way to describe the students’ reaction to <Julius Caesar>.

They had turned into veritable ‘next-play parrots’, mindlessly repeating ‘When’s the next play coming out?’ and wandering around campus like zombies.

‘I expected it to be influential, but I didn’t think it would be this bad.’

It seemed like it would be best to just get the next play written.

Who knew what sort of zombie apocalypse these academy fanatics might unleash if I kept delaying. 

With that in mind, I returned to my dorm, only to be met with…

“So, when’s the next play coming out?”

“You crazy bastard!”

My roommate, with the same bright-eyed madness in his eyes, was hounding me for the next play.

“Do you think I’m some kind of playwriting machine? Be patient!”

“It’s all your fault, you bastard! Are you even my friend? You’ve turned me into someone who can’t live without Phantom’s plays!”

Maurice grabbed me by the collar playfully, his eyes wide.

He shook me back and forth, feigning outrage.

“Give me back my eyes! I want my eyes back, the ones that haven’t seen <Admiral Lee> and <Julius Caesar>! Either that, or give me a new play, so I can quench this burning thirst!”

…This guy was seriously insane.

The students pretending to be zombies were just putting on an act.

True madness was embodied by this guy, Maurice, heir to the House of Lavalle.

To think he’d act like this, even knowing that his best friend was Phantom.

Shouldn’t he be teasing me, saying my plays are too cheesy? I couldn’t fathom becoming a diehard fan of my childhood friend’s work.

“Alright, alright, I get it. I’m already working on the next play.”

I shrugged off his hand and replied curtly.

Maurice chuckled and said in a sly tone,

“Good, good. The imperial family must be watching closely, you can’t afford to slack off now. Imagine the chaos if the playwright of <Admiral Lee> and <Julius Caesar> suddenly disappeared? The whole empire would be in an uproar.”

“There is that, but…”

I mumbled, taking out the ring I received as a reward from my pocket.

Initially, the imperial family offered to grant me a government position.

But I flatly refused.

‘Do they think they can just kidnap someone and make them work like Hwang Hui?’

Overwork and death in the imperial palace was not my idea of a good time. And I definitely wanted to avoid getting entangled in their political games.

And this ring was the result of our compromise.

It acted as a VIP pass, granting me preferential treatment at any establishment, with all expenses charged to the imperial family — it was essentially a type of credit card. In short, the state would be covering the living expenses of the renowned playwright Phantom from now on.

‘I must admit, they are quite generous with material rewards.’

I chuckled and said to Maurice,

“That doesn’t mean I’m writing just because I feel pressured.”

While it’s true that I felt obligated to continue, considering how far I’d come, that wasn’t the whole story.

‘I have to admit, I’m starting to enjoy it.’

In the beginning, it was just an impulsive decision, and then I felt obligated to deliver on the sponsorship I had received. However, after the success of <Admiral Lee> followed by <Julius Caesar>, my perspective began to shift.

The realization that the plays I wrote were bringing genuine joy to the masses.

The knowledge that they were having a significant impact on various aspects of society.

And the fact that they could bring happiness to those who were struggling, like Senior Rosalyn.

These were all novel experiences that I couldn’t have grasped as a mere spectator.

‘Well, it’s good to have a backup plan in case my family goes bankrupt or something.’

Living a double life as a mysterious playwright didn’t seem so bad.

I could enjoy the fame as Phantom and manage the incoming funds as Balthazar.

✧❅✦❅✧

‘Now, what story should I write this time?’

Thirty minutes had passed since I sent Maurice away and settled at my desk, seeking inspiration.

I nibbled on a strawberry jam cookie for a sugar rush, deep in contemplation.

These were treats specially ordered by Maurice from a high-end bakery, ensuring I could focus solely on my writing.

However, even with the sugar intake, my brain wasn’t buzzing with ideas as it used to.

‘I’ve written enough serious and grand stories, this time I want to try something lighter and more comedic…’

Perhaps it was the aftereffect of writing about Admiral Yi Sun-sin and Caesar back-to-back; this time, genre considerations were at the forefront of my mind, even before thinking about the plot.

After all, both <Admiral Lee> and <Julius Caesar>, despite their differences, essentially belonged to the same genre: the heroic epic.

Even the most delicious food can get tiresome if eaten every day.

After an action movie, you might crave a heartwarming drama. After a horror film, you might want to watch a comedy.

In that sense, I felt the need to expand Phantom’s creative boundaries.

However, I faced a significant limitation — my source material for writing was “biographies.”

‘Where can I find a light and comedic biography?’

People were remembered as great figures precisely because they achieved great things, overcoming hardships and adversity. At least, none of the figures I could think of off the top of my head had led a life as amusing as a slapstick comedy.

Perhaps if I looked for someone who made similar genre films, but finding someone who actually led such a life would be difficult… Wait a minute.

‘Films?’

Come to think of it, there were many artists who could be considered great figures.

And for artists, their work was an essential part of their lives.

Just as ‘Spirited Away’ was synonymous with Hayao Miyazaki, and ‘Jurassic Park’ with Steven Spielberg.

Famous directors often wished to be remembered for their filmography, rather than their personal lives.

And I knew of a certain film director and actor who was a giant of the comedy genre.

A British man, a pioneer of 20th-century culture, hailed as the master of slapstick comedy.

“…Life is a tragedy when seen in close-up, but a comedy in long-shot!”

Recalling his famous quote, I diligently sifted through my foggy memories.

Back when I was Ha Eun-seong, a film and drama addict, before I was reborn as Balthazar.

I tried to recall the flow of silent films, the ones that had me literally laughing myself to tears each time, the ones I had watched over and over again, at least ten times.

— End of Chapter —
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A few days later, I handed the first draft of my script to Mr. Renoir at the Killgrewber Theater Company.

“What do you think, Mr. Renoir?”

“Hmm, well…”

Mr. Renoir scrutinized intently at the script I had completed in one burst of inspiration.

His unusually calm demeanor, starkly different from his usual intensity, made me a bit anxious.

“Is it… not good? Too weak to be a play?”

“Hehe, are you kidding? I had a hard time keeping myself from bursting out laughing the entire time I was reading it. This is what a proper farce should be, full of wit and humor. If I were to rate it purely on how much I liked it, I’d give it 25 out of 10.”

25 out of 10? What was that supposed to mean?

Is he just at an age where he’s addicted to dad jokes?

Anyway, if the comedy script made someone laugh, that in itself was a huge success.

The question was why Mr. Renoir was still hesitant.

“However… I don’t think it’s something we can put on at the Killgrewber Theater Company.”

“Ah.”

“Yes, you understand, don’t you? You must know the difference between a regular public theater and a private theater like ours, aren’t you?”

I understood perfectly.

The target audience differed significantly depending on the type of theater.

A public theater aims for a diverse audience and broadly accepts customers; anyone, be they noble or commoner, rich or poor, can come to watch the play as long as they pay the entrance fee.


On the other hand, a private theater primarily caters to the wealthy and high-status upper class; and since the main customer base is limited, the performances usually align with the cultural tastes of the upper class.

Naturally, the masterpieces of Charlie Chaplin that I painstakingly copied could not become the main attraction for a private theater.

“Of course, it’s not like the nobles dislike comedy. Everyone enjoys light-hearted and humorous comedies, regardless of age or gender.”

Mr. Renoir handed the script back to me, his voice laced with regret.

“But unfortunately, it doesn’t quite fit the image of our theater. The Killgrewber built its reputation by putting on serious, solemn religious plays.”

“I see… My apologies. It seems my understanding was limited.”

Indeed, people can appreciate both serious drama actors and light-hearted comedy actors. But it’s rare for someone to expect a serious drama actor to suddenly perform a comedic role.

A theater that had just presented <Admiral Lee> and <Julius Caesar> suddenly putting on a Charlie Chaplin-style slapstick comedy? It would be met with criticism, not praise, that was for sure.

“So, Phantom, here’s what I suggest.”

Just as I was mulling over this issue, Mr. Renoir, who had crossed his arms, suddenly made an unexpected suggestion.

“How about we try to get this play performed at a different theater?”

“What?”

A contract with a theater other than Killgrewber Theater Company?

Considering I’m the playwright Phantom, who wrote two consecutive hits?

“Are you serious? Are you sure this won’t be an issue?”

“Why? Are you planning to cut ties with us completely?”

“Of course not.”

Mr. Renoir asked jokingly, a playful smile on his face.

I waved my hands frantically, firmly denying any such intention.

The Killgrewber Theater Company was a renowned, first-rate theater company in the capital.


Not only were their acting and directing skills exceptional, but their management was transparent, making them easy to work with; they could have easily taken advantage of me, a theater novice, and pocketed the vast sums of money earned from the two hit plays and the hefty imperial sponsorship.

But they never did.

This alone was reason enough for me to have no intention of severing our ties.

“Then it’s settled. I may be a ham, but I’m also an actor who loves theater. While I’m a bit envious to see a rival theater get their hands on a hit play, I would hate to see such a brilliant work go to waste.”

Mr. Renoir dusted off his seat and stood up, making a playful remark.

He then grabbed up his coat from the hanger and said to me,

“Let’s head out together, Phantom. I know a theater perfectly suited for the script you’ve written. They should be able to perform it without any issues.”

✧❅✦❅✧

“Hmm, what’s this about, Rennois? To think you’d come after so long and then, such a proposal.”

Tap—! Tap—!

The middle-aged woman tapped her cigarette ash into an ashtray with practiced ease.

Isabella, her face etched with wrinkles but still retaining traces of her youthful beauty, greeted us in the lounge.

“You want to stage a play by Phantom, the playwright who’s all the rage these days, here at my theater?”

“That’s right, Isabella. This is my proposal, not as a competitor, but as a colleague within the same industry.”

“Humph.”

Puff—! Puff—!

Blowing out smoke rings shaped like donuts, Isabella chuckled with her eyes, seeming almost amused as she alternated her gaze between Mr. Rennois and me.

Isabella, like Mr. Rennois, was a manager responsible for her own theater troupe. Meaning, Rennois had brought me to ‘Geloroushina,’ the troupe for which she was the overall in-charge.

The difference being that Mr. Rennois was still an active actor, whereas Isabella had retired from performing and was focused on training her successors.

“Twenty years in theater management and not once have I heard of someone from one company loaning out their playwright to another. Usually, both you and I would be writing the scripts ourselves.”


Unlike the luxurious private theater of Killgrewber, Geloroushina very much resembled a typical public theater of the medieval era.

The stage was set outdoors with only the bare minimum for screens, and the quality of the seating varied dramatically with the price. The less expensive seats (where one may have to stand to watch) were dirt cheap, while those with a good view commanded a higher price.

While it may appear somewhat shabby, it had its own charm, a sense of freedom that the Killgrewber lacked.

“Anyway. This means you are the famous playwright Phantom himself, right?”

Glancing. Isabella shot me a side-eye, as if she were curious about my masked appearance akin to the Phantom of the Opera from the movies.

“But seriously, why does our esteemed Phantom writer need to wear a mask? Tall and with a good build, I bet you’re a handsome man.”

“I… suffered severe burns from an acid attack. Regrettably, beneath this mask, there is nothing but a horrific sight that could make one scream.”

“My goodness, that’s terrible. As they say, God is cruelly fair.”

When I recited the backstory from a movie released in 1943, Isabella looked at me with a touch of pity in her eyes.

If I had to describe it, it looked like the gaze one would give to a tragic genius blessed with great fortune and misfortune in equal measure. She seemed to believe that my brilliant talent as a playwright, who wrote one hit after another, came at the price of my appearance.

Of course, the face beneath my mask was perfectly fine, so her sympathy was misplaced.

“Well. It’s a good proposal for me too. The fame of Admiral Lee and Julius Caesar is well-known here. Rennois, knowing you for over 15 years now, I trust your recommendation.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t steer you wrong, Lizzie. You know how it is between us.”

“Quiet. You always find a way to sneak in jokes.”

Mr. Renoir grinned, throwing playful remarks, and Isabella, though feigning annoyance, responded with a playful smile.

They seemed to share a strong bond built over 15 years of knowing each other.

That kind of familiarity was probably why Mr. Renoir felt comfortable offering up Phantom’s script.

“But are you really okay with this, Phantom? Our troupe’s style is very different from Renoir’s slick, easygoing style, you know?”

Isabella glanced at Mr. Renoir, who was still grinning ear to ear, then looked at me with curiosity.

She was questioning whether someone who usually handles serious dramas could adapt to this different atmosphere.

After all, the more distinct a writer’s style, the harder it was to deviate from it.

But as the saying goes, seeing is believing.

Mr. Renoir, as if to quell Isabella’s concerns, pushed my script towards her.

“Read it and judge for yourself. The first draft is already done.”

“What? You came over with a script already written? How thorough.”

Isabella, her eyes widening, took the script.

She flipped through the pages quickly, her expression a mixture of surprise and curiosity.

Mr. Renoir, like the other theater people I had met, seemed to have a knack for speed-reading lengthy scripts.

One minute passed, then two.

Isabella’s brown eyes darted back and forth across the pages, scanning the words.

“Pfft!”

Suddenly, she contorted her face and her shoulders started shaking.

Watching her hold the script in one hand and cover her mouth with the other to stifle her laughter was quite a sight.

“…It’s been a long time since I laughed just from reading a scene description. I used to make that mistake back when I was a rookie.”

After a while, she managed to regain her composure and finish reading.

She placed the script gently on the lounge table and said,

“Phantom, I thought you were a specialist in serious drama, but you have a knack for comedy too? If this script is any indication, we could start the performance right away.”

“Is that so? Thank you, Isabella.”

Comedy, along with tragedy, was one of the two fundamental forms of theater, a genre with a long and rich history.

When people think of comedy, they often think of lighthearted plots with bright and happy endings.

Because of its light nature, comedy historically received less reverence compared to tragedy. However, when discussing satire and entertainment in the history of art, the role of comedy couldn’t be overlooked.

And the works of the master Charlie Chaplin, among all comedies, leaned closer to the form of farce.

Farce, originating from ancient Greek and Roman primitive plays, was perfected through medieval French traditions into short, humorous comedies. Its most prominent characteristic was its humor, blown up to a level of absurdity and unreality.

There was no comedy better suited to this form than Charlie Chaplin’s, which relied primarily on flashy slapstick and outrageous humor.

In fact, he was lauded for reviving the archetype  of farce, which was typically performed in marketplaces during the Athenian and Roman eras, on the silver screen.

“Alright. We have a deal. Since the script is already completed, there’s no need to wait. I’ll have my team start preparing immediately.”

Isabella picked up her pipe again, having made her decision.

With a hint of regret in her eyes, she added,

“It’s a shame, though. To think our collaboration with such a talented playwright will end with just one work. Renoir, I’m almost jealous to the point of resentment.”

“It’s not the end, though?”

“…What?”

“Come again?”

Both actors looked at me in surprise, their timing synchronized as if they shared a deep bond.

With a broad smile, I clarified,

“There will be many more comedy scripts featuring Chaplin. And they will all be performed at Geloroushina Theatre.”

“I-Is that… Is that true, Phantom? A-a-are you saying you’ll continue working with our theater long-term?”

Isabella was at a loss for words, her mouth agape and her expression dazed from my sudden declaration.

And of course, I meant every word.

The script I brought today was just one of many inspired by Charlie Chaplin’s countless films.

From his early 15-minute short films to the feature films he made after going to Hollywood…

From his early 15-minute short films to the feature films he made after going to Hollywood, I had a treasure trove of works ready to be localized and introduced to this world. <Making a Living>, <The Champion>, <City Lights>, <Modern Times>… the possibilities were endless.

With so many of Chaplin’s masterpieces ripe for adaptation, the collaboration was just beginning.

— End of Chapter —

Author’s Note:

Comedies in the medieval era relied more on improvisation than a structured script. 

In fact, the 16th-century Italian Commedia dell’arte serves as a prime example of this.

Commedia dell’arte actors were only provided with a rough outline and situational context for the play through the script.

The empty spaces within the narrative were flexibly filled by the actors with their improvisational performances, including physical comedy known as Lazzi.

The characters, too, such as Arlecchino, Pedrolino, and Pantalone, had fixed traits and roles that were traditionally adhered to.

Charlie Chaplin is credited with reviving the tradition of farce because he cleverly captured this joyful spontaneity in his performances.
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The original speech calling for struggle and liberation was changed to one advocating reconciliation, love, and forgiveness.

“Senior Rosalyn? Are you alright?”

“Oh? Ah, I’m sorry. I was lost in thought.”

Rosalyn Wenford, strolling through the academy grounds with Balthazar, suddenly snapped back to reality at her junior’s call.

“What were you so deep in thought about? Is something troubling you again?”

“No, not at all. Just something on my mind.”

Rosalyn replied with a bright, cheerful smile and clasped her hands behind her back.

Balthazar, who was always by her side, protecting her from scheming men, was a kind and thoughtful junior. Yet, even to him, there were worries she couldn’t share.

‘Could Diana be right?’

Was it possible that the playwright Phantom was a fellow Bronde student?

The speculation her best friend shared at Blanc Les Joies was stuck in her head.

The Crown Princess had presented two pieces of evidence.

Firstly, the unique vocabulary evident in Phantom’s scripts.

According to Diana’s observations, there was a distinct pattern in the words Phantom used.

They were advanced vocabulary words that Bronde Academy students learned to cultivate their refinement as gentlemen and ladies of high society; expressions that were rarely used in everyday life or social settings, but mandatory within the walls of Bronde, appeared in fragmented forms throughout his work.

And secondly, the fact that Phantom deliberately concealed their identity.

If Phantom wasn’t from the upper class, there would be no reason to hide their identity.


If wealth and fame were their sole objectives as an artist, it would be more advantageous to reveal themselves and bask in the spotlight.

The fact that they were so adamant about remaining anonymous suggested they were likely concerned about being seen associating with actors, who were considered to be of a lower social standing.

Combining these reasons, there was only one conclusion to draw.

‘She must be right. Diana’s always been sharp.’

But if that’s the case, who exactly could it be?

She had spent the past few days observing students with artistic talent, suspicion swirling in her mind.

However, not a single individual convinced her to be the one.

And as she struggled to reach a clear conclusion—

“Balthazar?”

“Yes, Senior?”

“Perhaps… Phantom has lost someone dear to them.”

“…What makes you say that?”

Rosalyn, unable to contain her thoughts, finally voiced her speculation.

“I just have a feeling. The sorrow of Admiral Lee, who lost his mother during the war, and the grief of Caesar, who lost his daughter during the Gallic Wars… there’s a depth of emotion in their writing that could only come from experiencing loss firsthand.”

Admiral Lee’s sorrow for his mother, who died of illness while coming to visit him while he was forced to serve as a common soldier, stripped of his rank.

Julius Caesar’s grief for his daughter, Julia Caesaris, who died in childbirth.

Both roles showcased an emotional depth that seemed impossible to create from nothing.

Rosalyn could empathize well with that sadness. After all, she was a daughter who had almost tragically lost her father, Sir William Wenford.

And so, Rosalyn arrived at a conclusion.

“Perhaps… Phantom has already lost their mother. That’s why they were able to capture the grief of losing a mother or a daughter so vividly. What do you think, Balthazar?”


“…..…”

“Balthazar? What’s wrong? You look pale.”

“No, it’s just… Saying someone’s mother has passed away… it feels a bit…”

“Hmm? Why?”

Without realizing it, Rosalyn had inadvertently pronounced the death of Balthazar’s very much alive mother. And not understanding the origin of his troubled expression, she looked at him with an innocent face.

At that moment,

“Urgent news! Urgent news!”

An academy student came running from the other side, out of breath.

He shouted loudly, his voice reaching every student nearby—

“News about Phantom’s new play! Premiering this coming Monday! Not at the Killgrewber Theater Company, but at the Geloroushina Public Theater!”

✧❅✦❅✧

<Chaplin’s Comedy>, the localized version of Charlie Chaplin, had an explosive impact on society.

However, this impact was neither grand nor revolutionary.

It didn’t inspire the courage of soldiers like <Admiral Lee>.

Nor did it reform the mindsets of politicians like <Julius Caesar>.

Instead, Charlie Chaplin’s brand of comedy brought a far more fundamental and concrete change—

It brought laughter.

“Pfft, hehe…!”

“Snort, heh!”

“We are in the middle of a lecture. Please be quiet.”


The professor, who was drawing elemental magic formulas on the blackboard, reprimanded the students.

The students immediately clamped their mouths shut, trying to contain their laughter.

Yet their efforts were in vain.

“Pfft!”

“Heh! Hehehe…!”

This time, it was a different part of the lecture hall that erupted in giggles.

And when everyone in the classroom instinctively realized what had caused the laughter—

“Bwahahaha!”

“Ahahahaha! Hahaha!”

“Heehee, huh, hah…”

The sacred hall of learning was instantly transformed into an arena of infectious mirth.

Seniors and juniors, male and female students, all joined in.

Even the professor, who was initially annoyed, found himself succumbing to the infectious laughter, recalling Chaplin’s antics.

This change was not limited to the academy.

People all across the empire were bursting into laughter.

Even sworn enemies who had been at each other’s throats until recently were now bursting into laughter at the sight of one another.

“Ha ha ha, I apologize for back then. I was too narrow-minded, wasn’t I?”

“Heh heh, no, I’m the one who behaved selfishly. I’m sorry too.”

“Mrs. Marx, please take some of these potatoes. It’s a token of my apology for what I said before.”

“Thank you. Mrs. Hans, please accept these turnips. I’m sorry for giving you the cold shoulder.”

Laughter transcended borders.

It had a power that went beyond age, gender, personality, and social status.

And at the heart of this laughter stood a mustachioed gentleman in a black bowler hat, cane in hand.

[Cheer up! Don’t talk about dying! We’ll get through this!]

‘Chaplin,’ the protagonist who appeared in all the <Chaplin’s Comedy> series, offered more than just cheap laughs. 

He offered much more than cheap laughs.

His delicate and warm depictions soothed the hard lives of the common people.

As a result, after a challenging day, people naturally began to find solace in bringing their ticket money to Geloroushina Theatre.

Watching <The Champion>, they cheered for the daring story of an ordinary man.

Watching <The Gold Rush>, they reveled in the protagonist’s hilarious success.

Watching <Modern Times>, they collectively imagined an uncertain but hopeful future.

But the work that exploded in popularity among people of all ages and social statuses was <The Great Mayor>.

[Those who spread hate enslave us while liberating themselves! Let us come together and fulfill the promises they made! Let us sing together to eradicate greed, hatred, and exclusion! Let us march forward together to create a world governed by common sense, a world where the advancements in magic and technology bring happiness to all!]

“Hahaha, well said!”

“Hey, young man! Don’t choke on your words like last time, hahaha!”

<The Great Mayor>, a reimagining of Charlie Chaplin’s timeless masterpiece, <The Great Dictator>, became a phenomenal success despite its liberal origins, thanks to Phantom’s clever adaptations.

[So, in the name of our benevolent Emperor, let us use that power! Let us achieve harmony!]

‘Hynkel’, the dictator, was now the Mayor Hynkel, governing the fictional city of ‘Tomania’.

The oppressed masses were now the citizens, suffering under the incompetent mayor.

The original speech calling for struggle and liberation was changed to one advocating reconciliation, love, and forgiveness.

And instead of advocating for democracy like the original, the play was tweaked to suggest that the citizens were suffering because they had elected a foolish, boastful leader through the democratic process of voting.

Hynkel’s real-life counterpart was Adolf Hitler, the dictator who had been elected by the democratic vote of the German people.

Phantom, knowing this, had cleverly reflected history and twisted the theme slightly.

This resulted in a sophisticated satire that maintained an acceptable level of propriety even by imperial standards. It was a performance that could be enjoyed without making anyone, commoners or nobles, excessively uncomfortable.

“Ha ha, that was fun today. See you tomorrow, my friend.”

“Indeed. You treated me today, so drinks are on me tomorrow.”

“Hey, how about we all go on a family picnic next time? It would be nice for the kids to have some fun.”

After watching a comedy, people surprisingly forgot all the day’s fatigue.

All those grudges and resentments, that pent-up frustration in their hearts, melted away.

The power to achieve unity, championed by the barber Chaplin, the protagonist of <The Great Mayor>.

That was the gift Phantom had bestowed upon the people of the Empire.

…Of course, this power also came with its fair share of side effects.

“S-So, pfft! The defense budget set by the Parliament for this year… snort!”

“The movements of barbarian tribes appearing at the border… ! gasp And the weapon systems of the Imperial Army … hahaha!”

“Hey! Get a hold of yourself! Do you think this council meeting is a joke?”

“I-I apologize, Your Excellency! I’m trying my best, but it’s Phantom’s new play— snort! That scene where the starving Big Jim mistakes Chaplin for a chicken and chases after him! Bwahahaha—!!”

“D-damn it! I was barely holding it in but now that you mentioned it ha-ha-snort!”

Laughter was breaking out not only in public administrative offices…,

…but even in council meetings discussing matters of state.

It was so severe that there were days when these meetings would adjourn with nothing but laughter achieved.

As the old saying goes, ‘Laughter is contagious.’

Phantom had unwittingly unleashed a laughter epidemic upon the empire.

And regrettably, there was no remedy to be found.

— End of Chapter —
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“Bwahahahaha!”

“Ahahahaha!”

“Kyahahaha!”

…You crazy lunatics—!!

It had been roughly three days since I unleashed the Charlie Chaplin-style farce upon the world through the Geloruscina Theater.

With laughter echoing from all directions, it felt like I was genuinely losing my mind.

Was this what it felt like to be locked up in Arkham Asylum, in a cell next to Joker and Harley Quinn?

The incessant giggling, as if they were all infected with Joker venom, was giving me a headache.

But the real problem wasn’t the fellow students I encountered on campus.

“Ahahahaha! My stomach hurts! I’m dying! This is too funny!”

“Just die already then, from laughing!”

Maurice, after his trip to the theater, had been rolling around in bed all day, howling with laughter.

Even when I kicked him in frustration, he showed no signs of stopping.

With my own roommate acting like this, I was starting to hear things.

Auditory hallucinations of someone laughing so hard they choked to death…

“Huff, huff, cough, cough…”


…Not hallucinations, apparently.

“Breathe, you idiot! If the heir to the House of Lavalle dies from laughter, think of the disgrace it would bring upon your family!”

Of course I understood. Charlie Chaplin was a comedic god.

Especially <The Gold Rush>, my favorite. I could watch it dozens of times and never get bored. Just imagining Big Jim, driven mad by hunger, trying to eat Charlie Chaplin was enough to send me into fits of laughter.

But there had to be a limit, didn’t there?

To make matters worse, Maurice wasn’t the only one severely affected.

“Um, Senior Rosalyn?”

“S-Sorry, Balthazar, heh! Focus… I need to focus… heeheehee!”

“…Maybe we should call it a day? The rest of our team members are also skipping today to go to the Geloroushina.”

Senior Rosalyn was trying so hard to stifle her laughter that she was practically sobbing.

Seeing her struggle was so pitiful that I decided to end our meeting for the day.

This was a group project for a liberal arts class that I was leading as team leader.

With even Senior Rosalyn, my best hope and partner, in this state, there was no hope for this project.

Rosalyn, having reached her limit, bowed her head apologetically and fled.

“Sorry, Balthazar—hic! I’ll… I’ll organize my part, heeheee! I’ll… I’ll send it to you by tomorrow—hahaha!”

“S-Sure. Take your time.”

I had experienced my fair share of group projects being ruined by freeloaders in my past life.

But a group project being derailed by uncontrollable laughter – that was a first.

And I couldn’t even scold my team members because I, the team leader, was the one responsible for the laughter in the first place.

As a result, I found myself sitting alone at a table, sipping freshly brewed coffee, while helplessly listening to the laughter of students echoing like background music.


‘…Should I cancel the contract for the sequels?’

<City Lights>, a heartwarming romance between a blind girl and a wandering protagonist.

And <The Circus>, a bittersweet masterpiece, despite its melancholic ending.

I had promised to deliver them one after another, but the thought of their potential impact sent shivers down my spine. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said the capital might come to a standstill because of excessive laughter.

‘This won’t do.’

I had to find a way out of this situation.

As the old saying goes, ‘He who tied the knot must untie it.’

It was Balthazar Arture who unleashed this laughter hell upon the Empire.

Therefore, I had to be the one to put an end to it.

‘Should I write a devastatingly sad story? Something so heart-wrenching it would make people sob uncontrollably?’

There were plenty of historical figures who led tragic lives.

Vincent van Gogh, who struggled with mental illness throughout his life. Frida Kahlo, an icon of misfortune. Ivan the Terrible, driven to madness by childhood abuse.

But I quickly abandoned that idea. It felt like trying to chase away wolves only to invite tigers in.

‘What if, instead of a laughter bomb, I set off a tear gas bomb? Could I handle that?’

Any emotion, taken to the extreme, could be harmful.

Suppressing laughter with another emotion wasn’t a fundamental solution.

I needed a more ingenious approach to calm this chaotic situation.

‘Besides, I couldn’t break my contract with the Geloroushina to write the Charlie Chaplin series.’

Racking my brain for a solution,

“……….…!”


An idea struck me.

An idea sparked by an anecdote about Charlie Chaplin himself, the protagonist and creator of these plays.

✧❅✦❅✧

“…A Phantom impersonation contest?”

“To be precise, it’s a contest where people impersonate characters from Phantom’s plays. We’ll rank them and give a prize to the best impersonator.”

Mr. Renoir and Isabella had gathered to hear my proposal for a ‘big event’.

Looking at them, I explained my idea for a fan contest with sincere enthusiasm.

“Hmm? Impersonating characters from plays? That’s a rather interesting idea.”

“I’m in favor. Strike while the iron is hot. There’s no harm in holding such an event when Phantom’s works are so popular.”

“But who decides the winner? Should the actors be the judges?”

“The ranking will be determined by a vote after the contest. We’ll allow those who simply want to watch, in addition to the participants, to vote as well.”

“Ooh, letting the audience act as judges?”

“You’re good, Phantom. You could make a successful career as an event planner.”

Fortunately, both theater managers seemed receptive to my suggestion.

I finally felt a wave of relief wash over me.

‘The best way to combat hype is with even bigger hype.’

The laughter bomb had already exploded.

If I couldn’t defuse it, I had to cover it up with an event that would excite all of Phantom’s fans.

An event where fans would cosplay as characters from Phantom’s plays,

and the winner, the most impressive cosplayer, would be awarded a one-on-one meeting with Phantom.

‘There’s a similar anecdote about Charlie Chaplin, if I recall correctly.’

One day, sometime between 1915 and 1920,

Charlie Chaplin stumbled upon a ‘Charlie Chaplin impersonation contest’ in the suburbs.

On a whim, he decided to participate incognito.

After all, he was Charlie Chaplin himself. Who could possibly impersonate him better than he could?

And, ironically, Charlie Chaplin didn’t win the contest.

A nameless fan had, surprisingly, captured his character essence better than he could.

‘Of course, I don’t know if the story is actually true.’

The exact year of the contest was unknown.

The specific location of the contest was unknown.

And even the actual ranking Chaplin achieved was inconsistent across various sources.

Some say he came in third, while others claim he placed twentieth.

Whether the tale about Chaplin’s impersonation contest is true or not, does that really matter? What’s important was that I could apply this story to turn a crisis into an opportunity.

‘Because I will be among the participants as well!’

A one-on-one fan meeting? Why would I put myself through that ordeal?

It would be a disaster if some crazed fan tried to rip off my mask.

The advertised fan meeting was nothing but bait.

Winning the contest under the guise of Balthazar Arture and preventing the meeting from taking place is my real ploy.

Even though Charlie Chaplin himself had failed, I was confident in my own success.

I was a reincarnator from a world where Yi Sun-sin, Caesar, and Charlie Chaplin were all historical figures.

My accumulated experience alone put me leagues ahead of these ordinary people in this world.

✧❅✦❅✧

“A character impersonation contest?”

“So we just have to imitate a character from Phantom’s plays?”

The news of the contest spread through the academy as quickly as news about Phantom’s new plays.

The eyes of the students lit up with excitement.

Not only was this a golden opportunity to cosplay as characters from the plays of their beloved playwright…,

…but the winner would be granted a one-on-one fan meeting with Phantom!

Phantom, who had remained hidden in the shadows since their grand debut with <Admiral Lee>, was a figure shrouded in mystery.

They were known to have ignored even a request for a meeting from a Duke.

And so, the Bronde Academy, which had been consumed by laughter for a while, was now under the sway of a new obsession — Cosplay.

“I’m going to be Admiral Lee! I called it first, so no one else can have him!”

“You wish! I’ll be Admiral Lee!”

“Heh heh, will I finally get to be Caesar?”

“I’m the best at impersonating Chaplin! The victory is mine, you pathetic amateurs!”

The students were buzzing with excitement, choosing their cosplay characters.

As I had intended, the capital was finally able to take a break from the laughter hell as everyone focused on preparing for the competition.

And the one who was most excited about this news was none other than Rosalyn Wenford.

“A… a one-on-one meeting… with Phantom…!”

The Duchess of Wenford muttered these words, her hands trembling.

Seeing her friend’s severe case of fan-girl fever, Crown Princess Diana sighed.

“Take a deep breath, Rosalyn. You’re going to spill your drink.”

“A meeting… a meeting… one-on-one with Phantom…!”

…She had truly gone off the deep end.

Diana chuckled softly, watching her friend, whose passion for Phantom was unmatched in the entire academy.

 Of course, the Crown Princess understood.

She knew how desperately Rosalyn longed to meet Phantom.

How eager she was to convey her heartfelt feelings to the playwright.

Under normal circumstances, Diana would have gladly cheered Rosalyn on.

She would have even offered support behind the scenes to help her friend win.

But this time, Diana herself found it hard to willingly concede the victory.

“Let’s participate together, Rosalyn.”

“Huh?!”

“You and me. Let’s have a friendly competition. To see who understands Phantom’s world better, who can portray their character more convincingly.”

That cheeky, elusive playwright who had blatantly ignored her fan letter.

Diana pouted slightly, picturing their appearance, which was still a mystery to her.

Even if there’s a winner, that person won’t reveal their face.’

Someone who had been so meticulous in concealing their identity wouldn’t suddenly decide to show their face now.

That person would surely attend the fan meeting in disguise.

Wearing a mask or a hood to hide their features.

‘But that’s enough.’

She had been trying to deduce Phantom’s true identity for a long time, but there was always a lack of decisive information.

To truly unveil who that person was, she needed to observe their impressions up close.

And this contest would be the perfect stepping stone for that.

“Are you disappointed, Rosalyn? That I’m competing and not giving you the opportunity?”

She asked tentatively, worried she might have hurt Rosalyn’s feelings.

However, Rosalyn’s reaction was the complete opposite of what she had expected.

“No, not at all. In fact, it’s the opposite.”

Rosalyn shook her head side to side, smiling.

But it was different from her usual gentle, elegant smile.

It was a determined smile, blazing with pure competitiveness and a strong will to win.

“I’m actually thrilled. It means that my best friend, Diana, adores Phantom’s plays just as much as I do. You have no idea how wonderful it feels to share the same taste with someone as amazing as you, Your Highness.”

“Oh?”

“So, I’m not going easy on you. Be prepared, Diana. I’m going to win this.”

“Heh heh, alright. Good luck, Rosalyn.”

Diana gracefully rested her chin on her hand, accepting the Duchess’s challenge with a knowing smile.

Her gesture was filled with the poise befitting a princess, truly dignified like someone who would someday become an empress.

In fact, Diana had already picked a character for the contest the moment she heard about it.

The beloved of Caesar, the protagonist of <Julius Caesar>.

Just like the princess herself, she was a woman of grace, charm, and wisdom – the Queen of Egypt.

— End of Chapter —

Author’s Note :-

As with most anecdotes from times when communication media were not well-developed, it is difficult to verify the truth behind Charlie Chaplin’s contest participation story.

Often, non-existent events were fabricated into rumors and spread, and newspapers frequently circulated such rumors without verification.

Due to this, the exact rank Charlie Chaplin achieved in the contest varies across different sources.

In South Korea, information that he finished 3rd is widely circulated on the internet.

However, a 1920s article from Singapore’s The Straits Times reported that he placed 20th.

Furthermore, articles from the same year from New Zealand’s Poverty Bay Herald and the following year from Australia’s Albany Advertiser indicated that he finished 27th.

So, was there really a Charlie Chaplin impersonation contest?

Whether it is merely an urban legend or a slightly distorted truth remains a matter for the imagination.
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The origins of cosplay could be traced back to the 1930s.

In 1939, Forrest J. Ackerman, a science fiction writer, attended Worldcon in New York wearing a futuristic costume made by his partner and fellow writer, Myrtle R. Douglas. Some consider this to be the starting point of the concept of cosplay. 

However, if we look for a more specific origin, it would certainly be the 18th Worldcon held in Pennsylvania, USA, in the 1960s.

It was around this time that the trend of wearing costumes that replicated characters from beloved novels began to spread; this trend then made its way to Japan, where it evolved into the cosplay culture we know today.

And in this other world, it seems that I, Phantom, am the one who has officially opened the floodgates for cosplay culture.

‘This place is a nerd’s paradise.’

From the protagonists and main characters to the supporting roles and extras that even I, the writer, could barely remember, people were gathered in droves, dressed in meticulously crafted costumes and makeup.

As expected, otakus will be otakus, no matter the world or the era.

Nothing could stop their passionate dedication.

‘…But victory is mine, you poor souls.’

I surveyed my impeccable Brutus costume with pride, a smug smile playing on my lips.

‘You may be skilled, but you’re just people of this world!’

I, on the other hand, came from a world where all these play characters were real historical figures.

How could these ordinary people possibly surpass my expertise?

I’ve set the bait!

And you all took it hook, line, and sinker!

“Our next contestant is Balthazar Arture! Please take the stage!”

“Coming right up.”


I chuckled softly, recalling a line from the movie, <The Wailing>.

These poor souls, duped by the fictional Phantom, had come all this way.

Now it was time for the author himself to steal the victory with a mesmerizing performance.

✧❅✦❅✧

…I lost.

And I lost overwhelmingly.

Whether it was third place or twentieth place, Charlie Chaplin at least managed to secure a decent ranking.

I, on the other hand, came in dead last.

Not a single fan had voted for me, the actual playwright.

I felt so utterly humiliated that my knees almost buckled.

Last place! Not first, not tenth, not even one hundredth, but dead last!

‘I’m the writer! Even if I am hiding my identity, I’m still the writer!’

How could this happen, no matter how lacking I might be in acting skills?

For the record, the Crown Princess won first place, and Senior Rosalyn took second.

A bizarre outcome — despite the plays being populated mostly by male characters, it was the women who claimed victory.

…Damn it. Was this rigged?

Honestly, it seemed like the princess got plenty of votes due to her status.

Who in their right mind would dare to embarrass the future heir to the throne?

‘But I can’t deny their performances were impressive.’

Senior Rosalyn had cosplayed as Julia Caesaris, Caesar’s only daughter.


A tragic figure who, despite marrying the renowned general Pompey for political reasons, met an untimely end in childbirth at a young age.

To enhance the tragedy of Caesar’s story, I had portrayed her as a virtuous and kind character, giving her a significant role. Her image perfectly matched Senior Rosalyn, like a sorrowful heroine from a fairytale.

The costume, makeup, expressions, and gestures were all flawlessly executed, capturing every detail from the play.

It was a method acting performance worthy of Julia herself, not just Rosalyn Wenford.

However, all of that paled in comparison to Diana, the victor.

“So you are the much-talked-about Phantom?”

Diana von Clausewitz, dressed as the Queen of Egypt, sat languidly on the lounge sofa.

She displayed a beautiful, elegant figure, almost overwhelmingly sensual, a subtle smile playing on her lips.

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I am Diana, Crown Princess of the Holy Empire.”

“I know, Your Highness. How could I not recognize your distinguished presence?”

I replied politely, trying to maintain my composure.

Her alluring, sophisticated beauty was making it hard to concentrate.

“An artist who wears a mask and a black cloak. A rather intriguing aesthetic.”

Diana observed me, her eyes gleaming with interest.

“The cloak aside, why do you wear a mask? Is it just to conceal your identity?”

“I… suffered severe burns in an accident. You would be most displeased if I were to remove my mask.”

I recited my prepared backstory, swallowing nervously.

Cleopatra was renowned as the most beautiful woman in Egypt, regardless of East or West.

This fact was taken into account when designing the costumes for her character in the play.

I had put a lot of effort into designing that costume, aiming to capture the essence of ancient Egypt while incorporating a touch of masculine fantasy and orientalism.


It wasn’t overtly revealing, yet it accentuated Cleopatra’s allure and sensuality.

And yet, here she was, the one and only Crown Princess of the Empire, sitting before me, embodying that very costume with absolute perfection.

‘Even when the Killgrewber actress dressed as Cleopatra, it wasn’t this impactful.’

Perhaps fashion truly was all about the face and physique?

Those luscious thighs and ample bosom.

The slender waist, toned and strong, and those shapely calves, like a deer’s.

And those delicate ankles, so slender they looked as if they could snap with a single touch.

The level of synchronization was so uncanny that I almost believed she was the Cleopatra of this world.

Her shimmering golden hair and lime-green eyes, inherited from her deceased mother, the late Empress, were the only minor flaws.

‘…Well, Cleopatra was also a descendant of the Ptolemaic dynasty, who inherited Greek blood.’

Honestly, who knew?

Maybe she wasn’t a brunette with black eyes, but a blonde with green eyes like Diana.

In a world where people could claim a perfectly normal Egyptian queen was actually a black woman with an afro, anything was possible.

“You’re awfully quiet. This is quite an underwhelming fan meeting, considering the reward.”

At that moment, Cleopatra—no, Diana—let out a soft snort and chided me.

“Could it be that you’re not interested in me? I find you rather intriguing.”

“My apologies. I’m just a lowly playwright, and I’m a bit nervous in the presence of royalty.”

“Heh heh, there’s no need to be nervous. I’m here as your devoted fan. Right now, I’m not a princess, but just a woman. It wouldn’t do for an artist to be intimidated by their supporters.”

“Your advice is excellent. I will take it to heart, Your Highness.”

Hahaha. Feigning a hearty laugh I didn’t feel, I reached across the table…,

…with a pop, I uncorked a bottle of champagne I had prepared for the fan meeting and filled her glass.

This was a bottle of sparkling wine I had been saving for myself. What a waste.

“Now then, Your Highness. Anything you’re curious about regarding my future activities or anything you’d like to ask? Please feel free to inquire about anything.”

“Hmm, don’t hesitate to ask, you say?”

Diana narrowed her eyes as she sipped the champagne I had poured for her.

And the next moment…

“How’s academy life treating you, Phantom?”

A completely unexpected bomb detonated right before my eyes.

✧❅✦❅✧

“The… academy, you say? What do you mean by that…?”

“There’s no need to feign ignorance. I’ve already confirmed that you’re an academy student.”

An empty boast, a bluff.

Diana couldn’t truly confirm if Phantom was an academy student. 

She was currently relying solely on her deductive reasoning, without any official authority to investigate.

And yet, she bluffed for a simple reason—

‘As expected. He is an academy student.’

Her intention was to gauge Phantom’s reaction.

If he wasn’t actually a student, there was no need for him to react to her statement.

However, Phantom’s expression, hidden beneath the mask, clearly flickered with unease for a moment.

Diana, with her sharp eyes, didn’t miss that subtle tell.

“You must be a first- or second-year student, I presume? You habitually use words characteristic of Bronde students, but your vocabulary isn’t as rich as that of the upperclassmen.”

And now that his status as an academy student was confirmed,

“That sturdy build, not even concealed by your cloak, is clearly inherited. Furthermore, judging by the calluses on your palms, you’re undeniably from a noble family with a martial tradition. Only hands that wield swords or spears develop such rough skin.”

There was no reason for her to hesitate further.

“But as far as I recall, there’s no male Bronde student who has suffered severe facial burns. So your claim about a facial injury is obviously a lie. And your light brown hair? It’s a temporary dye, a magical one. Such products always leave traces.”

“…………”

“However, commonly available products can only adjust the shade, not completely alter the original color. Considering this, your natural hair color must be brown, narrowing down the possibilities even further.”

“…………”

…Composed.

As if he hadn’t heard a thing.

Diana von Clausewitz didn’t lose control of the situation.

But inwardly, she was quite impressed by Phantom’s demeanor.

‘He’s backed into a corner, and yet he shows no further signs of agitation?’

Especially considering that the Crown Princess herself was pressuring him?

Perhaps this was the maverick nature that allowed him to ignore fan letters even from high-ranking nobles.

Diana was momentarily at a loss for words, taken aback by Phantom’s unexpected bravery.

Any lingering resentment she held towards him evaporated in the face of his calm defiance.

What arose instead was a deeper curiosity about the man behind the mask — Phantom.

And a hint of… something else. A certain attraction she couldn’t quite define.

“Now then, who could be hiding behind this mask?”

Diana leaned closer, a mischievous smile curving her lips.

Her posture resembled that of a haughty feline or a proud vixen as her finger gently traced Phantom’s chin.

“Should I reveal your identity for you, or would you prefer to confess honestly?”

— End of Chapter —

A Word from the Author :-
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‘Gasp……!!’

You are an academy student, aren’t you?

That one line, like an arrow shot by Princess Diana, pierced through me.

The moment I heard this, I froze solid as if I was put in a flash freeze.

After that, whatever the princess was jabbering about didn’t even register.

Something about deducing my grade based on my vocabulary, remarks about my physique and calluses.

Watching her pinpoint the answers with just her observation skills left me nearly fainting.

‘Hold on, what are you, Sherlock Holmes?’

You take a quick look at someone and their personal information just pops up like you searched for it on your smartphone? I’ve heard rumors of her being bright, but I never imagined she was at this level.

“Now then, I wonder who is hiding behind this mask? Should I reveal your identity for you, or would you prefer to confess honestly?”

That was the last question I properly heard.

It was practically a final warning.

It was no different than a threat saying, ‘Would you rather come clean, or get beaten and then come clean?’

‘Damn it.’

Although revealing my identity was burdensome, it was better than displeasing the future empress.

“Well, it would be better if I revealed it myself. I am a faithful subject of the Empire after all, hahaha.”

Feigning nonchalance, I looked straight at the princess.


At the same time, I raised my right hand to my mask, ready to remove it.

At that moment….

“……Hahaha.”

Princess Diana gently grasped my hand, stopping me from removing the mask.

She placed my right hand on the table and chuckled softly.

“I’m joking. I have no intention of forcing you to reveal your identity. If you want to continue your activities while hidden behind anonymity, feel free to do so.”

“I-Is that so? I am truly grateful for your generous consideration, Your Highness.”

“Hehehe, there’s no need for insincere words.”

With a smile that exuded both charm and grace, the princess rose from her seat.

With a graceful sway, her gown—Cleopatra’s flowing silk costume—fluttered as she turned away.

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Phantom. I will take my leave for today.”

“What? Already? It hasn’t even been 30 minutes since the fan meeting started……”

“Meeting face-to-face is enough for me. I have gained more than enough, so you should rest as well. It must be tiring juggling academy life and your life as a great writer.”

“……Thank you for your consideration. Please take care, Your Highness.”

In the end, I couldn’t deny it until the very end.

In a single moment, I was caught in her pace and revealed too much.

Before I knew it, before I could even think of doing something, everything was already too late.

‘It feels like I was bewitched by the legendary Gumiho.’

Perhaps Diana was actually a Gumiho.

{T/N – Gumiho basically means “nine-tailed fox”, a creature that appears in the folktales of East Asia and legends of Korea. It is similar to the Japanese kitsune. It can freely transform into a beautiful woman often set out to seduce men, and eat their liver or heart.}


As she swayed gracefully, walking away with her enchanting silhouette, I wouldn’t have been surprised if nine tails suddenly sprung out from behind her.

“Oh, and one more thing. It’s best not to ignore letters from your fans, Phantom.”

Just before leaving the parlor, she turned her head slightly and added a few more words of advice.

“Even if you are a literary genius bestowed by the heavens, if you don’t even bother replying just because the content doesn’t meet your standards, people might feel hurt.”

“Huh?”

“Hehehe.”

Leaving me bewildered by her words, the Cleopatra of this world walked away.

And about ten seconds after she disappeared from sight—

“Gasp……!!”

I finally grasped the chilling meaning of her parting advice.

‘C-C-C-Could it be that the sender of the letter I received last time was…her!’

Today was truly a day full of nerve-wracking revelations.

✧❅✦❅✧

“So, how was it, Diana? Meeting the author Phantom one-on-one?”

The first person the princess encountered after leaving the theatre parlor was none other than Rosalyn Wenford.

Dressed as Julia Caesaris, she stood there with a small picture frame clutched in her arms, her face full of anticipation.

“What was Phantom like? A gentle and refined gentleman, as expected? Or a surprisingly blunt but deep-thinking philosopher?”

“Calm down, Rosalyn. I’ll tell you all about it when we get back to the dormitory.”

“Okay, hehehe.”

Rosalyn giggled with a childlike innocent smile, nodding her head.


Glancing at the picture frame she held to her chest as if it were a treasure, Diana asked,

“You like it that much? Getting his autograph as the second-place prize?”

“Of course! Look, he even wrote my name!”

‘To Lady Rosalyn Wenford, may your path be filled with spring days, free from dark clouds.

— Phantom, the Playwright’

The phrase was written with jet-black ink on the surface of the pure white paper within the frame. It was a simple, unassuming gift, but Rosalyn was overjoyed, not at all disappointed that she hadn’t won first place.

“Phantom must know, right? That our family was saved because of his plays. That’s why he added this meaningful encouragement with his signature, right?”

“Well…”

“Tsk! What’s with that hesitant response? Weren’t you the one who met him instead of me?”

Diana refrained from making any rash comments.

If Phantom was one of the students, he could be someone close to Rosalyn.

She was still keeping all possibilities open, so jumping to conclusions was out of the question.

First, he was either a first-year or second-year student. And he was quite tall, belonged to the Knight department, and had brown hair… 

If she considered families that fit the criteria, she had the Schwartzes, the Cromwells, the Granadas…

‘…and lastly, the Artures.’

The exact answer remained elusive.

However, narrowing down the sample to this extent was a satisfactory achievement.

Therefore, Diana decided not to rush things.

She was genuinely enjoying the process of chasing after this mysterious man called Phantom.

It was at this moment, as Diana and Rosalyn, two close friends, traversed the theater, that she paused.

In the corner of the room, reserved for the event, stood a large mirror meant for the dressing room.

Diana, gracefully passing by, suddenly stopped in front of it.

She began to leisurely admire her reflection in the glass.

“Hmm…”

“What is it, Diana?”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Hehehe.”

She wasn’t looking at Princess Diana. She was looking at the Egyptian Queen Cleopatra; the disguise gave her a perverse pleasure that she couldn’t quite put into words… 

….On this day, the Princess awakened to a new hobby — cosplaying as her favorite characters, a rather expensive and secret indulgence.

✧❅✦❅✧

The excitement of the Phantom Impersonation Contest, which had taken the capital by storm, gradually subsided, and the sensational wave of laughter brought by Chaplin’s Comedy also died down.

Regardless of how intense the stimulus, continued exposure tends to dull sensitivity over time.

After a brief hiatus, Phantom, the playwright who had taken the world by storm, released a follow-up to Chaplin’s Comedy; this allowed the audience to gradually adapt to the humor and build the necessary tolerance.

Was it because of this? Fortunately, the mania that accompanied the initial introduction of Charlie Chaplin-style humor to this world did not recur.

Instead, the theater world in this other world was faced with a completely different problem.

“Counterfeits?”

“Yes, counterfeits.”

Isabella took a long drag from her cigarette and sighed.

“Comedy is relatively easy to imitate. Plus, there are so many similar gimmicks and concepts that it’s hard to keep track of them all.”

“Hmm…”

A flood of farces that almost completely ripped off Charlie Chaplin’s slapstick. The problem that had been dormant during the time of <Admiral Lee> and <Julius Caesar> was rearing its ugly head.

And according to Isabella, they weren’t simply copying; they were imitating Chaplin’s Comedy in a vulgar way.

Sexual innuendos, provocativeness, personal insults disguised as dark humor, and even blatant dissing of the original work. They had stopped at nothing to increase commercial viability, utterly disrespecting Chaplin’s integrity.

‘Actually, I was worried about this when I was working on Charlie Chaplin…’

Phantom’s previous works had been extraordinary successes, both in terms of innovation and symbolism.

They had even made a significant social impact, making imitation all the more unsettling.

‘Because to <Admiral Lee>, the Wenford family was reinstated into politics, and <Julius Caesar> led to important changes in the royal court’s ceremonies. Who would dare plagiarize in such a situation?’

Unless someone had a death wish, they wouldn’t dare.

However, comedy, whose sole purpose was to make people laugh, was a different story.

This wasn’t a world with clear copyright laws. From a medieval perspective, it was difficult to claim ownership over comedic elements like slapstick, satire, and humor; to put it simply, the common perception was, ‘It’s not like it’s a serious play. If a comedy’s funny, it’s okay to copy it, right?’

‘Actually, I don’t even need to bring up the medieval culture of this world.’

It wasn’t that long ago that joke theft was rampant in the American stand-up comedy scene, as recent as the early 2000s, even in a modern human rights country like the United States.

Countless comedians like Bill Cosby, Amy Schumer, and Robin Williams were caught in controversies…,

….and some, like Carlos Mencia, were even accused of making a living solely through plagiarism. 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Phantom. I feel responsible for not being able to protect the characters as an actress, especially after you worked so hard on the script.”

“No, it’s the people who acted without any ethics who are in the wrong. You don’t need to apologize, Ms. Isabella.”

I comforted the actress, who looked as if she had done something wrong.

In any case, I had to find a way to resolve this issue.

‘If I leave this be, even the original work will suffer.’

When low-quality knock-offs flood the market, the original’s image inevitably gets tarnished.

But then again, cracking down on them would be difficult due to the lack of relevant laws and awareness.

‘Is there any effective method?’

As I pondered a solution…

“D-Director! A guest has arrived!”

Knock—! Knock—! 

One of the theater staff knocked on the door of the parlor. Isabella frowned slightly and answered in a curt tone.

“A visitor? Without an appointment? Don’t they know I don’t meet people who show up unannounced? Send them back.”

“W-Well, that’s… They didn’t ask for the director…”

At that moment, the tightly shut door suddenly burst open!

And two knights with a cross emblem on their chests entered the parlor.

‘W-What’s going on?’

Paladins?

Holy warriors belonging to the Holy Church, acting on the orders of the Pope.

They stood firm, clad in helmets adorned with wings, their gazes fixed intently upon Isabella and me.

And from behind them…

“Please excuse our intrusion. We had no choice but to come here on urgent business from the Holy See.”

…A beautiful woman in a nun’s habit appeared. 

Her silver hair shimmered like freshly fallen snow.

Her eyelids were gently lowered, as if in a light slumber.

An intricate jeweled cross necklace adorned her neck.

“Are you Phantom, the renowned playwright?”

With a somewhat enigmatic smile, the young nun introduced herself.

“I am Saint Beatrice. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

— End of Chapter —

Author’s Note :-

In reality, inferior imitations often tarnish the image of the original work. Take, for example, the 1995 family comedy film, ‘Babe.’

Considering its somewhat childish title, it might come as a surprise that this film swept the 68th Academy Awards. Produced on a budget of 30 million dollars, it grossed a staggering 254 million dollars worldwide.

However, an imitation that almost tarnished ‘Babe’ was ‘Gordy,’ which blatantly plagiarized the idea of ‘a talking piglet and farm animals.’

‘Gordy’ was a very typical mockbuster, essentially a carbon copy of ‘Babe’ from the planning stages. Upon hearing that Universal Studios was producing a movie about a baby pig, they rushed through production and even released their film before ‘Babe’ in an attempt to pass themselves off as the original.

As a result, ‘Babe,’ which was released shortly after, almost faced a box office disaster.

Many viewers, confused by the similarity in subject matter, mistook ‘Gordy’ for the original and didn’t bother seeking out ‘Babe.’

Though some argue that it’s not fair to label ‘Gordy’ as a rip-off, considering that it’s common for film scripts to circulate through various studios before securing funding, and that ‘Gordy’ did technically premiere first, the fandom in English-speaking countries, which was the main target audience for both films, has already concluded that ‘Gordy’ is indeed a plagiarism of ‘Babe.’
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There are times in every life when you find yourself at a crossroads, unsure if you are incredibly lucky or incredibly unlucky; moments when a series of extraordinary coincidences collide.

And that’s precisely the situation I found myself in.

“I apologize for barging in like this. Given the circumstances, we had no choice.”

“I-I see.”

“You see, Phantom is a man who can’t even be reached by the Princess, so we had to resort to… unconventional methods. I do hope you’ll understand.”

…Seriously? If the princess wanted to see me, I’d rush to her side in a heartbeat!

Maybe I’d get it if it were just some noble.

But going through such lengths for me when the princess herself could easily summon me…

Just how arrogant and impossible to deal with do they think Phantom is?

To think they believe I’d defy even the princess’s orders…

“Fufu, you’re staring so intently that it makes me shy. Despite how I look, I’m rather reserved and shy.”

“I-I apologize.”

“No need to apologize.”

Saint Beatrice smiled warmly as she stirred a generous amount of sugar cubes into her steaming cup of cocoa.

We sat together at a table, just the two of us. Apparently, she had something confidential to discuss, and it could only be discussed with Phantom, the divine playwright who caused a stir in the empire with every new work.

And so Isabella excused herself, the Paladin guards were dismissed, and I found myself alone with the Saintess, her eyes closed, a serene smile gracing her lips.

‘Ugh, Renoir…’


When I asked for more details, she told me that she had first stormed into Killgrewber, demanding my whereabouts. She had gone through both Killgrewber and Geloroushina just to get in touch with the elusive Phantom.

And it wasn’t like she was just an eager fan. She claimed it was a matter concerning the Holy See, so even Mr. Renoir had no choice but to comply.

He agreed to her terms: revealing I was at Geloroushina in exchange for not disclosing my true identity.

The information leak was annoying, but what could I, a mere actor, do against the Saintess? I suppose I had no choice but to forgive him.

“But how did you know I was looking at you? I heard that you’re…”

“Blind? Completely blind?”

Oof.

I hadn’t meant for it to sound so insensitive. Asking a blind person about their blindness was about as rude as it gets.

“It’s all right,” she chuckled, waving a hand dismissively. “Everyone’s curious.”

She tucked a stray strand of silver hair behind her ear and smiled gently.

“When one light fades, another finds its way in. I may not see the world as others do, but in its place, I can see the currents of the soul.”

“Currents of the soul?”

“Hmm, perhaps that sounds a bit too grand. How about the flow of energy? It’s like seeing hazy smoke forming into the shape of a person.”

As she spoke, the saint slowly opened her tightly shut eyelids; revealed were her sightless, misty grey eyes.

“A person’s movements mirror the flow of their energy. Even the slightest twitch of a muscle requires the body’s energy to gather at a certain point. I simply observe where in the body this energy concentrates. Where the energy flows is where they are currently focused.”

…Was she some kind of blind martial arts master from a wuxia novel? Seeing with the mind’s eye instead of physical sight?

I’d seen the trope of a blind person developing heightened senses before, but actually meeting someone like that in person was a novel experience.

But I could marvel at the Saintess’ unique abilities later.

The important question was why she had sought out Phantom, the playwright.

Perhaps sensing my curiosity, she set down her cocoa cup and addressed the question.


“Let me be frank. I’d like to commission a play from you, Phantom, for the Holy Church.” 

“Excuse me?”

A play? For the Holy Church? Out of the blue? 

“Well… Forgive me, but that seems rather out of the blue. If you’re looking for a play for a religious holiday, wouldn’t it be easier to use the priests of the Holy Church? I believe there are plenty of established plays you could use.”

This was a world steeped in medieval tradition, where religion played a central role in everyday life. It was quite common to perform plays at churches during holidays like Christmas, Easter, and Thanksgiving.

It was seen as a way to convey the doctrines and moral lessons of the Bible in an easy-to-understand and engaging way. Before my debut as Phantom, religious plays were all I ever saw, to the point of tedium.

But the Saintess shook her head.

“I’m not talking about a play for the common folk. We have plenty of those already. I’m asking you to write a play… for the Paladins on the front lines.”

“A play for the Paladins?”

“Surely you’ve heard about the northern front. The heroic tales of those waging a holy war against the demonic beings there.”

Of course, I had. It was where senior Rosalyn’s father had been stationed until recently.

Even the staunchly traditional knights of House Arture were paying close attention to the matter.

‘Something about them holding back a demon army’s advance, wasn’t it?’

Located at the far edge of the Northern Sea was the stronghold of demons and undead.

It was a crucial bastion that performed defensive battles, fending off periodic invasions from the army stationed there.

The problem was that no matter how many enemies they killed, the enemy’s numbers never seemed to dwindle.

“War has a way of wearing down the human mind and body,” Saint Beatrice said, her voice low and steady. “Even the Paladins, armed with their devout faith, are not immune.”

“Years have passed, and the bloodshed against the demons shows no sign of ending,” she continued, her voice heavy with the weight of their mission. “Because of that, the knights who are fighting are beginning to lose hope. They’ve lost countless comrades in this endless battle, yet the Divine One simply continues to watch.”

For reasons unknown, the number of enemies didn’t dwindle.

The extreme conditions of the northern snowy plains further complicated any plans to attack their base.


No matter how just the holy war, it was the perfect recipe for the soldiers’ mental and physical exhaustion.

“For one who has devoted their life to the faith, to lose that faith is to lose their very life,” the Saint said. “What the Paladins need now is something… to bolster their waning faith.”

Through her closed eyelids, her gaze was more earnest and grave than that of any sighted person as she concluded her plea.

“And I believe that you can provide that, Phantom. With the power you wield so well — the power to move the human heart.”

“You flatter me. Do you truly believe in my abilities that much, enough to entrust me with such an important task?”

At my probing question, she gave a soft, knowing chuckle, her fingers delicately drumming on the table.

“‘Admiral Lee’ instilled courage in the soldiers of the Empire. ‘Julius Caesar’ shifted the values of the Empire’s politicians. And ‘Chaplin’s Comedy’ breathed new life into the weary hearts of the people. It seems rather obvious who the best choice is, don’t you think, Phantom?”

“…………”

To be honest, if I were still Ha Eun-seong back in my old life, I wouldn’t have been too keen on such a request. I’d never been a religious man, and I wasn’t particularly interested in writing propaganda for any religion.

But here, in this world, faith was not some abstract concept. It was a tangible force. The gods were real, and the priests performed actual miracles with Holy Power. And standing before me was proof: the Saint, chosen by the Divine One.

And the Paladins, the ones who chose to fight on the front lines to protect humanity…

It was a request that I, as a human being, couldn’t refuse — to help those men keep their faith and carry out their duty in the face of such adversity.

“Of course, I’m not asking you to do this for free,” the Saintess said matter-of-factly, as if reading my thoughts. “We’re prepared to compensate you handsomely.”

Perhaps mistaking my silence for apprehension, she quickly moved on to the topic of payment, a playful glint in her eyes.

“Performing and playwriting are as much labor as any other, and we wouldn’t dream of demanding your talents without fair compensation,” she said, her tone taking on a somewhat mischievous lilt. “Rest assured, the payment will come from my personal coffers, not from the Holy See’s, so don’t you worry bout a thing.”

“Hmm, you’re more thoughtful than I anticipated.”

“Well, I wasn’t always a Saintess,” she said, her voice laced with a hint of wistfulness. “I grew up poor, in a humble orphanage. That’s how I know how despicable it is to exploit others under the guise of duty and calling. Such people deserve to be burned at the stake, and the Divine One would surely forgive it.”

“Haha…”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at her unexpected fierceness.

“Aha… And one more thing.”

She raised her index finger playfully and added.

“If the final product is satisfactory, I can offer additional compensation beyond the financial. Anything within my capabilities as a saint.”

“Hmm, anything, you say?”

“Oh my! But don’t expect me to go on dates. I’m a woman of the cloth, you know.”

Well… obviously! As if I had a death wish to trifle with a Saint!

Dealing with Princess Diana von Clausewitz during the fan meeting was nerve-wracking enough and now this…

Even when you knew it was a joke, banter with these high-ranking figures always sent shivers down my spine.

✧❅✦❅✧

After the Saintess and her Paladin entourage had left…, 

“A religious play to boost the morale of the Paladins…”

Back in my dorm room, I paced back and forth in front of my desk, gripping my special fountain pen.

I was deep in thought, considering which historical figure to choose to effectively complete the given quest.

‘The first thing that comes to mind is the Passion play of Jesus, but…’

The Passion play, a religious drama depicting the suffering of Jesus Christ.

The play’s major themes included the trials under Pontius Pilate, the subsequent crucifixion, and the sacred resurrection that followed.

Given its profound religious significance, the Catholic Church has a tradition of performing the Passion play every Lent.

But I scrapped that idea faster than the speed of light.

Jesus might be the Son of God in the original world but in this world, Jesus was just another name.

A character adorned with Mary Sue-like traits wouldn’t garner any positive reception.

‘I’d be lucky if I didn’t get accused of blasphemy.’

Thus, the idea of centering the play around Jesus was entirely scrapped.

I also considered various forms like morality plays, liturgical dramas, mystery plays, and miracle plays.

The Bible, undoubtedly, was a treasure trove of creative material.

But none of it seemed to strike the right chord for this particular purpose.

The goal was to boost the morale of the Paladins, after all.

‘And that wouldn’t be possible with some run-of-the-mill, preachy narrative.’

What the war-torn Paladins needed wasn’t a dreary religious sermon. Force-feeding them religious dogma would only backfire, pushing them further into despair.

They needed something fresh, something invigorating, something to rekindle their extinguished fighting spirit and fortify their waning faith.

In short, they needed an emotional high.

Something that made them cry out ‘Hallelujah!’ with tears streaming down their faces,

Something that made them proud to be followers of this faith.

‘…But who could provide such a high?’

Adam and Eve, the Great Flood and Noah’s Ark, David and Goliath, the Judgment of Solomon, the Virgin Mary…

I ran through every biblical episode that came to mind; and each story, although memorable, lacked a crucial element of intensity. And drawing inspiration from outside the Bible felt sacrilegious, lacking the necessary gravitas to inspire faith.

“Sigh. This is tough.”

I set aside thoughts of the Bible for a moment, unable to come up with a sharp idea.

As I crossed my legs and let my thoughts wander in a different direction, it suddenly hit me.

“…Aha!”

As a former movie enthusiast, two titles suddenly flashed in my mind.

One was a critically acclaimed Hollywood masterpiece from 1956. The other, a musical animated film from 1998.

Both were considered masterpieces, each tackling a monumental episode from the Old Testament and the life of a legendary prophet, in their own unique way.

Not only were they entertaining enough for even an atheist to enjoy, but they were also profoundly moving for devout believers, moving enough to bring them to tears. 

Moreover, the animated film was even adapted into a musical stage play in 2017, making it a perfect fit.

“Yes, that’s it! You’ll be the main character this time!”

Having finally settled on the material, I plopped down on my chair.

Smiling to myself, I picked up my fountain pen and began writing fervently.

‘After all, it’s impossible to create a religious play without God’s miracles!’

And to truly capture that emotional high, what could be better than parting the sea?

With nothing but pure faith and a crude wooden staff, leaving out any relics or artifacts.

— End of Chapter —
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“Hmm.”

“Is something the matter, Your Holiness?”

“It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

Beatrice, the Saint, was sitting in front of the roaring fireplace in the temporary lodging of the capital, where she was staying for the production of a play. The warmth chased away the chill of the night as she casually assuaged the concern of the knight who had been assigned to guard her.

“…Phantom.”

To herself, she silently recalled the masked man she’d met recently.

She’d promised a reward beyond monetary compensation if the play was successful, but in truth, she had already considered an option that she believed would be an excellent reward for Phantom.

She wanted him to use her priests to crack down on the production and consumption of unauthorized copies of her play.

Beatrice had already gathered information that the Geloroushina theater troupe was facing significant difficulties due to rampant plagiarism of <Chaplain Comedy>, their masterpiece.

She was confident that this would be a valuable reward for Phantom.

The secular laws of the state could only prevent a thief from thieving, but the eternal laws of the church were meant to point fingers at thieves and to encourage public condemnation of thievery.

“……………..”

However, the thoughts occupying Beatrice were not solely about this. From their first meeting, she had felt a strange curiosity and interest in Phantom.

‘How can such a color come from a soul?’

Saint Beatrice had lost her sight as a child and could not see anything. However, in return, her eyes were able to perceive what others could not—like the unique hues of a soul’s flame.

Phantom’s soul… its color seemed… unnatural.

This didn’t mean his soul was murky like that of an evil being, nor was it an extraordinary color she had never seen before. It was just that his soul seemed to induce an illusion, as if two different colors were blending together in real-time.

Saint Beatrice, who had interacted with countless people and peered into the depths of their souls, had never encountered such a strange and unsettling phenomenon.


“Phantom, Phantom, Phantom.”

She pondered the playwright’s name, lost in thought.

Just what is your true nature?

✧❅✦❅✧

“Uh, I’m truly sorry about the last time, Phantom.”

“Hmm.”

“A high reputation or not, I am merely an entertainer, am I not? And she’s… well, she’s a Saint sent from the Holy See. I had no choice in the matter. I’m truly sorry. If you want, I’ll even get down on my knees and…”

“Enough. I understand. I will forgive you, so just take this.”

“Oh, you’ll let it go? Thank you!”

I’d given Mr. Renoir a stern warning about revealing my location to Saint Beatrice. Now, I handed him the script I’d brought.

“Ah, so you’ve written a religious play this time?”

Mr. Renoir flipped through the pages, his eyes scanning the text. When he was done, he gave me a thumbs-up and declared,

“If it’s this kind of material, it’s right up the alley of the Killgrewber Theater Company! Before the great writer Phantom emerged, religious plays were our stronghold!”

“That’s good to hear. But you do realize that in order to perform it, you’ll have to go all the way to the northern front, right?”

I made sure to emphasize this point as I handed over the newly completed script of <Exodus>, which I’d finished as quickly as possible.

The Killgrewber Theater Company was going to perform a kind of morale-boosting show. The Saint had generously paid for the performance, and no tickets were sold beyond that – it wasn’t structured to be a profit-making endeavor.

I was a bit worried that Mr. Renoir, as the troupe’s leader, might have reservations about this arrangement.

“Ha, do you take me for a fool? There’s no need to worry, Phantom.”

Fortunately, Mr. Renoir’s reaction was positive.

He glanced around at his beloved stage set, his voice filled with warmth.


“We’re performing for the Paladins who protect our citizens, it wouldn’t be right to begrudge them some entertainment. Besides, once the performance is done, we can still use the same script to put on shows for the general audience, where we can sell tickets as usual.”

Ah, this man, honorable yet practical in his values.

Perhaps it was because in a past life I’d often seen soldiers who served their country ridiculed and exploited from behind their backs? The attitude of being willing to make a sacrifice for the sake of holy knights was rather heartwarming.

And he’d already come up with a plan to recoup those losses.

‘The experience of managing a troupe was not wasted on him.’

As I was admiring his shrewdness, Mr. Renoir glanced at the script I’d given him and asked,

“The choir seems to have a significant role in this. If that’s the case, I suppose we’ll need a melody that fits the lyrics. Have you thought about the composition? You’re a playwright, not a composer, after all.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got the general idea laid out, so we can discuss and adjust with the church choir.”

The choir responsible for the choral parts, along with all the necessary props and stage setups for the play, would be provided by the church. The Killgrewber Theater Company and I had finished rehearsals, so we were ready to go. It meant the Saint was serious about this, so I had to give it my all.

‘I blended the styles of two masterpieces with the original text for this.’

The protagonist of <Exodus>, was undoubtedly Moses. He was the prophet symbolizing the Old Testament and was still revered as a national hero in Israel today.

What left a profound impression on me about Moses were two films that dealt with the story of Exodus.

One was <The Ten Commandments>, starring Charlton Heston, a timeless classic praised across eras.

The other was the animated musical <The Prince of Egypt>, produced by DreamWorks and starring Val Kilmer.

If I were to write a biography of Moses, I could never surpass these two works.

‘<The Ten Commandments> is truly a masterpiece in my life.’

<The Ten Commandments> was an epic that recreated ancient Egyptian civilization on an unprecedented scale for its time. It grandly depicted the hero ‘Moses’, with his outstanding leadership and charisma, rescuing the Jehovah’s lambs.

In terms of runtime alone, <The Ten Commandments> was nearly a 4-hour epic. Despite its length, it was a masterpiece with a meticulously and elegantly crafted plot that never bored.

‘On the other hand, <The Prince of Egypt> takes a more humanistic perspective on the Exodus.’

Unlike the nearly perfect, heroic Moses of <The Ten Commandments>, <The Prince of Egypt> focused on Moses’s human side—his flaws, his struggles, and his eventual embrace of courage. And then there was the stunning animation, the breathtaking religious imagery, and the music… oh, the music… pure ear candy, a soundtrack that elevated the entire film.


For fans of animated films, it was a grand, all-in-one gift set of a movie.

I wrote the script taking the overall visuals and character design from <The Ten Commandments>, and the musical elements from <The Prince of Egypt>.

The paladins, being medieval folk, would likely find the depiction of emotions and the overall tone of <The Ten Commandments> more relatable. And the musical elements and visual spectacle of <The Prince of Egypt> would be perfect for adapting the story into an entertaining performance for the troops.

“Oh, and one more thing I’m curious about.”

Flip—!

Mr. Renoir flipped back to the first page of the script.

“The setting is… Egypt? But isn’t Egypt also featured in the Julius Caesar play you did before? You know, where Queen Cleopatra is depicted as Caesar’s lover.”

“Ah.”

“So, does Exodus take place during the same time period as Julius Caesar? If that’s the case, it might be interesting to bring back some characters from the previous work as cameos…”

“No, it’s not like that.”

I’d anticipated this question, but now that I had to actually explain it… I was at a loss for words.

Trying to explain things using my original world’s history was, of course, impossible. And if I claimed it was a coincidence, after using the same costumes and sets, he’d probably think I was an idiot.

So, I went with a more direct, practical excuse.

“It’s just… set recycling.”

“Set recycling?”

“Creating new countries and costumes for every play is expensive and time-consuming. So, we’re reusing the Egyptian set because it has a strong exotic feel.”

“Hmm, is that so? That’s a shame. I was getting excited, thinking it was the same setting.”

“Hahaha…”

✧❅✦❅✧

And so, after a short while, the playwright known as Phantom along with the members of the Killgrewber Theater Company, stepped into a teleportation circle and were whisked away to the northern front lines.

“Balthazar Arture! Balthazar Arture? Is Balthazar not here?”

Meanwhile…

In a lecture hall at the Academy, a professor called out attendance, searching for a student who was nowhere to be seen.

The class was “The Political History of the Holy Empire,” taught by Professor Prunel Labise, a renowned scholar of humanities. The subject was notoriously dull and dry, and Professor Labise was infamous for his strict attendance policy.

But despite this, it was a mandatory subject for graduation, so students begrudgingly attended the classes, grinding their teeth all the while.

To be absent from Prunel Labise’s class… it was bold, to say the least.

Professor Prunel clucked his tongue disapprovingly and picked up the attendance sheet.

“Honestly, these young students… they’re always out playing, and now they’re skipping class to watch some play by… what’s his name… Phantom? When I was young, we’d have been grateful just to—“

The professor, a classic example of an old fogey, launched into a grumpy tirade about “the good old days.” He was about to mark Balthazar Arture, a second-year student, as ‘absent without leave’ and deduct a hefty chunk of his grade when…

“Excuse me, Professor?”

Someone raised their hand politely, a hesitant smile on their face.

It was Maurice Lavalle, a model student known for his diligence, even in the most mind-numbingly boring of classes and he was so earnest and diligent that he had even won the affection of the temperamentally difficult Professor Prunel.

“What is it, Lavalle? I’ve already marked your present.”

“Oh, it’s not about that. It’s just that… well…”

Scratching the back of his neck awkwardly, Maurice cautiously explained the situation.

“It’s about Balthazar. He’s not feeling well today. He’s been in bed in the dormitory all day. He asked me to apologize for not informing you about his health issues in advance.”

“Hmm, is that so?”

Professor Prunel, who would have typically dismissed such an excuse without a second thought from any other student, paused to consider Maurice’s words. If anyone else had made the excuse, Professor Prunel would have demanded proof and even a doctor’s note to verify the illness.

However, sometimes the identity of the speaker has a significant impact on the listener’s mindset.

“Very well. I’ll mark it as a medical absence.”

Professor Prunel nodded, stopping himself from drawing a red line through Balthazar’s name. He looked at Maurice Lavalle with approving eyes.

“Lavalle, see that Arthure gets today’s lesson notes and any announcements. We can’t have him falling behind.” 

“Of course, Professor. Thank you.” 

Maurice expressed his gratitude with a respectful nod and a slight bow, secretly relieved.

Using the image of the model student he had painstakingly built up to tell a lie—his conscience was pricked, but it was a lie worth telling. Thanks to this, he was able to safeguard the grades of the great writer ‘Phantom,’ also known as Balthazar.

‘Leave the minor stuff to me and focus solely on your writing, Balthazar. That way, you can keep producing masterpieces.’

Scratch—! Scratch—!

He diligently scribbled away in his notebook, making sure to write down everything so he could share it with his friend, who was busy up north. A slow, anticipatory smile spread across Maurice’s face.

‘That way, I can thoroughly enjoy your plays, my dear friend.’

After all, even a beast from the mountains knew how to repay a kindness.

He would make sure to remind Balthazar of his debt—make him into a human scenario factory, churning out a script a day. 

 

— End of Chapter —
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Wheeeeeng—!!

A biting wind whipped across the Northern Wall Fortress, a bastion of stone and ice, perpetually shrouded in snow and frost. This was where the Saint Beatrice and Phantom’s troupe arrived.

The play they had collaborated on, <Exodus>, with the choir and the church personnel, was ready to be performed here.

“Welcome, Your Holiness!”

A military officer snapped to attention the moment he saw Saint Beatrice, saluting smartly. He glanced at Phantom and the troupe, then made his report with reverence.

“Thank you for coming, Your Holiness! We have gathered all the paladins who are off duty today in the fortress training ground! They are all eagerly awaiting the start of the performance!”

“Thank you. Please, escort them inside.”

“At once!” the officer responded energetically, leading them towards the training grounds. The vast space had been cleared of its usual training equipment and a makeshift stage had been erected.

“Alright, men, settle down! As you’ve been informed, Her Holiness has prepared a special performance for you all! Let’s show our gratitude for Her Holiness’s compassion and watch with reverence!”

The officer commanded the orderly lines of paladins. Despite the cold and hardships, their discipline was impressive.

“…………..…”

“………..……”

However, the paladins remained unnervingly silent. There were no cheers, no anticipation. Their faces were etched with a deep weariness and despair—a weariness and despair that couldn’t be dispelled by a single visit from a Saint or a play.

“This fortress was built during the era of the First Emperor to fend off the demonic hordes, a collaborative effort between the Empire and the Church.”

Saint Beatrice’s breath formed white clouds in the frigid air as she began to speak quietly. Her pale cheeks had turned a rosy red from the cold. She stood some distance away from the actors, the choir, and the paladins in the audience, speaking quietly with Phantom.

“Those who stand guard here face constant peril. The environment itself is as unforgiving as any battlefield. Yet, the paladins, bound by faith, defend it with unwavering conviction.”


“……….……”

“Do you understand what I mean, Phantom?”

Her eyelids, framed by long, silvery lashes, fluttered closed and then opened, her gaze fixed on Phantom.

“If this performance of <Exodus> fails, we all might have to pay a steep price. Not just you and me, but also the citizens who live safely and happily in the warm south.”

Even the protection of the heavens relied on the will of humankind. The nations that shared the faith provided support, but it wasn’t enough. If the will of those who guarded the wall wavered, everything would crumble. 

But Phantom’s answer was as confident as ever.

“Do not worry, Your Holiness. I swear, there will be no failure.”

As always, his confidence bordered on arrogance. He seemed to have immense pride in the quality of <Exodus>.

“Ufufu, is that so?” the Saint chuckled softly, a surprisingly girlish sound escaping her lips. “Very well. You have my full attention, Phantom. Let’s see if your genius will shine through once again.”

“You flatter me, Your Holiness.”

The playwright feigned modesty in response to her words, but Beatrice wasn’t simply offering empty flattery.

‘Writing is a clear window into the soul, Phantom,’ Beatrice narrowed her eyes subtly, her pale, sightless eyes moving gently as she pondered silently. ‘Through this performance, I intend to discover the meaning behind your strange soul.’

There was no denying his talent; he had penned hit after hit that had taken the Empire by storm. However, there was something undeniably peculiar about his soul—something unprecedented.

And she would take this opportunity to see it for herself.

How well this man could write a religious play exalting the Divine One?

What the true colors of his soul, reflected through his work, would reveal?

⌠…This story takes place in a distant past, in a pagan kingdom known as Egypt, and recounts a tale both mystical and divine.⌡

Right on cue, the narration began, providing the introduction.

With that as the starting signal, the curtain for <Exodus> officially rose.

✧❅✦❅✧


The Christian Bible is divided into two main parts — the Old Testament and the New Testament.

The Old Testament tells the stories of the time before the coming of Jesus, while the New Testament recounts his life and teachings.

And in the Old Testament, no figure looms larger than Moses. Before Moses came onto the scene, the Hebrew people were nothing more than lowly slaves.

[Work! You lazy slaves!]

[Build the pyramids for the glory of Pharaoh, your god-king!]

The oppressors of Egypt, who worshipped false gods, inflicted suffering on the Hebrews, who worshipped the one true God.

Building massive pyramids under the scorching sun while being whipped was the norm. They were also forced to construct the store cities of Pithom and Raamses.

And then came the order—every newborn Hebrew boy was to be cast into the Nile and drowned, a desperate measure to prevent any possible uprising.

[Aaah, no! My baby!]

[Our child! Have mercy, please! Kill me instead!]

[Silence, Hebrew scum!]

[Throw all the newborns to the crocodiles! It is the decree of Pharaoh, the incarnation of Horus!]

The Egyptian soldiers, heartlessly reciting their lines, snatched away the prop cradles, leaving the Hebrew mothers in their wake, stricken by the unimaginable grief of losing their children.

As wails echoed throughout the slave villages,

[Aaah, Elohim! Our God, where are you?]

The Hebrews cried out the name of the God who seemed to have abandoned them, tearing at their chests in anguish.

[Why do you abandon us? Can you not hear the cries of your people?]

[The sting of the whip, the bitter salt of our sweat… why have you forsaken us?]

[Save us! Deliver us! Lead us to the promised land of milk and honey!]

“……..……!”


The paladins, who had been so apathetic until now, began to react with jerks and twitches.

The heart-wrenching cries of the Hebrews under Egyptian oppression struck a chord with them, reminding them of their own plight.

And that was precisely the effect I intended to achieve.

‘Perception of art depends heavily on the viewer’s circumstances.’

This had been proven time and time again throughout history. One example, from the 1950s, was the absurdist play, <Waiting for Godot>.

<Waiting for Godot> was a play in which two men waited for a man named “Godot.” But Godot never actually appeared on stage, from the beginning of the play to the very end.

When Samuel Beckett first presented this experimental play, the public was baffled. From a layperson’s perspective, <Waiting for Godot> seemed like a bizarre and unintelligible mess.

But in November 1957, when the play was performed at San Quentin State Prison in California, the 1,400 inmates who witnessed it wept and gave it a standing ovation. 

Prisoners deprived of their freedom easily related to the frustration of endlessly waiting for something. They understood that even if ‘Godot’ were to actually appear, the reality could be bitterly disappointing compared to their expectations.

Meanwhile, the play continued to unfold.

[Forgive me, my child. May God watch over you. I’ll pray every day that you find safety and happiness.]

Jochebed, Moses’ birth mother, who had been hiding her newborn son from the Egyptian soldiers, finally placed baby Moses into a basket made of bulrushes and set him afloat on the Nile River, hoping against all odds for his survival.

And, miraculously, that hope was not in vain.

The Egyptian princess, bathing nearby on the Nile, discovered the drifting baby Moses and took him as her own, raising him with loving care.

[Oh my! What a beautiful baby!]

The princess was aware of the baby’s likely heritage. Despite this, she unhesitatingly adopted him, in part because there was already considerable opposition within Egypt to Pharaoh’s decree to massacre all Hebrew newborn males.

[I will name him Moses and raise him as my own]

[From this day forward, he shall be my son, a prince of Egypt.]

And so it was that Pharaoh’s wicked attempt to quell a slave rebellion led to the rise of the slaves’ savior. Moses was raised in the lap of luxury, a prince of Egypt.

But that comfort was short-lived.

As he grew older, he saw the beating and oppression of his Hebrew brothers, and his heart seethed. Then one day, in his righteous anger, he slew an Egyptian overseer who was maltreating a Hebrew slave and buried the body in the sand.

Overwhelmed with guilt and fear, Moses fled into the wilderness, eventually finding refuge among the Midianites. There he met Jethro, a priest, and began a new life as a shepherd.

Forty years passed — Moses spent the next 40 years among the nomads, shepherding, a life far removed from his troubled past.

[Moses, my son, Moses.]

One day, while searching for a lost lamb, he strayed far from his usual paths, not knowing he was about to encounter a burning bush on the slopes of Mountain Horeb.

[Who… who are you?]

[I am the God of your ancestors. I have seen the suffering of my people in Egypt. I have heard their cries.]

The voice actor, enhanced with sonorous sound effects, intoned these words in a way that was both ethereal and warm, using technological tricks to deepen the impact of the divine encounter.

Before the prop of the burning bush, the actor playing Moses, Mr. Renoir, knelt in confusion, and the voice actor spoke to him.

[Therefore, I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people out of Egypt.]

[But… but who am I to appear before Pharaoh? Who am I to lead them out of Egypt? I’m not eloquent… I’m slow of speech and tongue… what if they ask me your name? What should I tell them?]

[Moses, who gave human beings their mouths? Who makes them deaf or mute? Who gives them sight or makes them blind? Is it not I, the Lord?]

Moses hesitated, unable to accept his destiny as the savior of the Hebrew people. The voice of God rang out, stern and reproachful, chastising him for his doubt and timidity.

But God did not simply rebuke Moses for his apprehension. He offered him reassurance and aid.

[I will be with you, Moses. I will help you speak and will teach you what to say. And I will give you a sign.]

As the voice actor spoke, soft, multicolored lights illuminated the stage, creating an illusion of divine love enveloping the protagonist.

[Moses, raise your staff.]

[Through this staff, you will perform my miracles…]

As the last reminders from God echoed and the flames on the bush prop slowly died out, Moses realized that what he had witnessed was not a mere illusion.

With the acceptance of his fate, Moses prepared to change course.

His people were enduring endless suffering.

It was time to return to his homeland, the Kingdom of Egypt, where his Hebrew brothers and sisters awaited him.

✧❅✦❅✧

“Phantom? Are you sure this is enough?”

During the interval, as <Exodus> paused for a break, Saint Beatrice asked me while watching the murmuring holy knights from her seat.

A hint of uncertainty shadowed her expression as she nervously chewed on her lip.

“I can’t deny that it’s a fascinating work. But, you haven’t forgotten our original purpose, right? What the paladins need right now is…”

I understood what part of it might be worrying her.

The play had succeeded in engaging the paladins with its gripping beginning; they were all eagerly waiting for the play to resume, curiosity etched on their faces.

But, so far, “Exodus” had been nothing more than entertainment. It was no different from any other religious play. It hadn’t yet delivered that decisive blow to the heart that would rekindle their faith and bolster their morale.

But that was only for now.

“Have you ever heard the saying, ‘The pen is mightier than the sword?’”

“No. It’s my first time hearing that.”

She shook her head at my question, causing me to shrug and explain its meaning.

“A sword can only cut one target at a time, but a pen, through its ‘influence,’ can strike multiple targets simultaneously. Sometimes, well-written words can change the world faster and more effectively than a well-forged sword.”

“Hmm.”

Saint Beatrice gazed at me with a slightly puzzled expression. She probably thought, ‘Isn’t a sword stronger than a pen in a fight?’ Of course, what I had just shared was merely a metaphorical phrase. It wasn’t as if the pen was an actual Excalibur, literally stronger than a sword.

“Have you forgotten the revelation God bestowed upon Moses?” I asked, a sly grin spreading beneath my mask. “He will be their voice and strength, just as God promised. So, let us keep the faith and see this through to the end. Let us walk with Moses as he returns to the land of the pagans to deliver his people.”

For a moment, she blinked rapidly, as if searching for words. Her sightless eyes, lost long ago, seemed to twinkle with realization. She looked so much like a bewildered white rabbit that I almost wanted to pet her.

Not that I would actually do that, as it would certainly be a blasphemous act.

“Ah, it seems they’re about to resume the play.”

Mr. Renoir and the other actors were returning to the stage, gathering their props. Behind them, the choir was getting ready to sing.

Glancing at them, I turned back to Saint Beatrice.

“Let’s enjoy the performance together. Let’s see how Moses manages to save the Hebrews.”

— End of Chapter —
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“We will now resume the performance of <Exodus>!” 

“All paladins, return to your seats and prepare for the second act!”

The officer’s declaration summoned the paladins back to their seats as he called for the recommencement of the play.

As the actors and crew bustled about, preparing for the play to resume, Paladin Marc settled back into his seat, his heart pounding with anticipation.

It had been a long time. Such a long time since he had felt this kind of vivid excitement while watching something.

“………..……”

Truth be told, when he and the other paladins first heard about the play, they hadn’t been particularly thrilled.

They figured it would be no better than the usual religious dramas they had been shown. Repeating clichéd messages, attempting to force life into their weary bodies.

And until the curtain rose on <Exodus>, they had all shared the same cynical outlook.

But this play… this play was different. It held a compelling narrative that drew them in strongly. Its sacredness, which resonated beyond a mere story, captivated them.

‘Indeed, it’s not uncommon to create parables that aren’t directly in the scriptures for educational purposes.’

Stories of ordinary men tempted by evil, of devout girls who received divine blessings, allegories that illustrated the teachings of the Celestial faith… it wasn’t uncommon for tales to be invented to extol the virtues and powers of God.

And at first, he assumed that <Exodus> would be no different—a celebration of God’s greatness, even if it used fictional characters and settings. After all, the God depicted in the play had been the epitome of benevolent agape.

But there was something else that drew the paladins into the narrative. Something more.

‘It’s… similar.’

So similar to our own situation.


Marc felt an unexpected kinship with the Hebrews under Egypt’s yoke, rather than with the protagonist, Moses.

The Hebrews in <Exodus> suffered from the uncertainty of endless darkness. They prayed fervently every day for a light to shine in their lives, just as Marc and his comrades did, their bodies and spirits slowly crumbling under the relentless holy war.

‘It’s… as if a prophet has come to offer us solace.’

It was supposed to be an ordinary religious play. Yet, Marc and his comrades found themselves drawn deeper and deeper into the narrative.

The playwright, Phantom, had woven a tale so intricate, so believable, that it had become real for them. It offered solace to their weary souls. They saw their struggles reflected in the plight of the characters.

✧❅✦❅✧

[Pharaoh! Ruler of Egypt, king of pagans! Let my people go!]

Upon his return to Egypt, Moses wasted no time and went straight to the palace, just as God had commanded. He stood before Pharaoh and demanded that the Hebrews be set free to worship the one true God—not the false idols of Egypt.

[You dare to give me orders, Moses?]

As expected, Pharaoh met Moses with scorn.

Instead, he decided to mock Moses’s presumption by doubling the Hebrews’ suffering.

[Double their workload! And see that they gather their own straw for making bricks! If they complain, tell them it is the fault of Moses and his foolish tongue!]

And just like that, the Hebrews’ situation went from bad to worse. As their toil increased tenfold, so did their resentment for Moses.

[Damn you, Moses! This is all your fault!]

Moses, disheartened by the failure of his mission, found himself facing the wrath of the very people he had tried to help.

[Why have you made our lives even more miserable?]

[Indeed! Since when did a pampered Egyptian prince become one of our brethren!]

[When did we ask you to be our leader? Did we ever make you our judge?]

Moses had hit a wall—a wall named Pharaoh.

The Hebrew extras weren’t the only ones disappointed by this turn of events.


“……………”

“……………”

The paladins, having held a subtle hope that Moses would showcase some clever twist, also wore faces of frustration and looked with sympathy upon the protagonist.

They had been hoping for a cathartic moment — a moment of triumph where the oppressed were delivered from their suffering—and they had placed their faith in Moses to deliver it. Now, it seemed, their hopes were dashed.

[Moses, my son, do not despair.]

However, God consoled Moses and told him to wait for the morrow, reassuring him that Pharaoh’s disregard was to be expected

[At dawn, lead my people to the banks of the Nile. You will all witness my miracles strike upon Egypt.]

As time passed on stage and the backdrop shifted from night to the light of dawn, the divine punishment known as the Ten Plagues began to unfold upon Egypt.

And the first of these plagues was…

Blub, blub, blurp—!!

“The… the river?”

“It’s blood! That’s blood!”

“Gods above! The entire river has turned to blood!”

A long, beautiful replica of the Nile River, projected onto the stage with illusion magic, 

The once clear waters rapidly boiled and turned into a crimson flood.

The paladins shifted uneasily in their seats, murmuring among themselves.

Even those who had lived their entire lives in faith had not imagined that divine wrath could be portrayed so grotesquely and chillingly.

[Do not be alarmed, children of God! ]

[God has promised to ease your suffering! To deliver you from all evil! ]

Mr. Renoir, in character as Moses, boomed, his gaze sweeping across the audience. His words were clearly intended for the paladins as much as for the play’s fictional audience.


[He has watched over all your pains and has pledged to guide you on the path to salvation!]

[Behold, you lambs of God! Witness the divine retribution that awaits those who would dare to hinder the deliverance of God’s chosen people! ]

“Oh…”

“Aah…”

The paladins, gradually influenced by Mr. Renoir’s powerful performance, were beginning to get more than just entertained by <Exodus>. They were starting to identify deeply with the Hebrews, seeing themselves mirrored in their plight.

This was the cue for the carefully selected choir from the church to shine.

[O foolish ruler of a heathen kingdom, Pharaoh, hear the word of the Lord~♬]

As the section detailing the ten plagues began, the choir’s song lifted the scene; starting with a sinister and cold tone, the choir slowly raised their pitch, transforming the hymn into a grand and terrifying requiem.

[For you have refused to let the Lord’s people go, so He has sent these plagues~♫]

[He will strike down Egypt with a mighty hand and show the world that there is no other God! ♪]

[All of Egypt shall weep with blood as the price of your arrogance and foolishness~♩]

Against the backdrop of this requiem, the divine punishments depicted with the latest otherworldly technology and magic began to unfold on stage in a spectacle.

While the original holy text described the plagues occurring sequentially over time, I took inspiration from the musical segment ‘The Plagues’ from the movie The Prince of Egypt, adapting the events to unfold in a simultaneous, spectacular fashion.

‘This way, the audience can be completely captivated without a moment of boredom.’

“Oh, God!”

“That is the punishment God delivers to the foolish unbelievers!”

“That is the resolute will of God to save His suffering people!”

The breathtaking special effects, which could rival modern-day CGI, drew gasps and exclamations from the knights, their eyes sparkling with awe.

Before their very eyes, an immense swarm of frogs came forth, covering the entire land.

Swarms of flies and pests plagued all of Egypt as festering disease and boils struck down livestock and people alike.

Fiery hailstones rained down from the sky, and ravenous locusts devoured every grain in their path.

Under the relentless assault of one calamity after another, the mighty authority built by Pharaoh was utterly demolished.

And through it all, it was the innocent people of Egypt who suffered the most.

[Pharaoh! King of pagans!]

Moses cried out, his heart filled with pity for the people as they cried out in fear and agony. He implored the stubborn ruler to relent.

Standing at the far right of the stage, bathed in a spotlight, he raised his voice.

[Release the Hebrews! Cease this torment! Free my people as God has commanded!]

But Pharaoh’s pride would not be swayed.

[You amuse me, Moses, you false prophet of the wilderness!]

Standing at the opposite end of the stage, representing his opposition to Moses, Pharaoh raised his arms, his gestures encompassing both Moses and the suffering Egyptians.

[I am Pharaoh! I am the living embodiment of Ra, the Sun God! I will not be cowed by the tricks of your desert deity! I will not free the slaves!]

“That—that arrogant—!”

“To blaspheme against the great and only God by calling Him a desert deity—?!”

“Grr… Pharaoh! How dare you—!!”

The paladins bristled, enraged by the words of the actor playing Pharaoh; to them, it was blasphemy.

And I found myself breaking into a cold sweat.

‘… I used to say the same thing in my old world.’

As a non-believer in my thirties, why would I have worshipped Jehovah ? I had added that line to the play on a whim, a callback to my internet trolling days. I hadn’t expected such a visceral reaction.

It was a good thing they were directing their anger at a fictional character and not at me, the playwright.

[Oh, Pharaoh, you are blind and foolish!]

Even when Egypt was plunged into darkness for three days by a total solar eclipse, Pharaoh refused to yield, clinging stubbornly to his pride.

[Then have it your way!]

Watching this, Moses made a solemn declaration with a crestfallen face.

[Your pride will bring upon you a punishment a thousand times heavier!]

And Moses’s words would prove prophetic.

The final and most dreadful plague, the death of the firstborn, unfolded.

The Angel of Death swept through Egypt, taking the lives of every firstborn son, from the humblest peasant household to the grand palace of Pharaoh…

…and this included Pharaoh’s own son, his heir.

At this point, not even Pharaoh could withstand it any longer.

Once a stage that echoed with the cries of Hebrew parents who had lost their children, it now resounded with the anguished screams of Egyptian parents mourning the loss of their firstborns.

Defeated and heartbroken, Pharaoh at last yielded.

[…You have my permission… Take the Hebrews… and leave Egypt.] 

Finally, from his lips came the decree of freedom for the Hebrew slaves.

Turning his back on the despairing Pharaoh, Moses led his people out of Egypt.

Overjoyed, men, women, and children followed Moses, eager to begin their new lives.

[Glory, glory, hallelujah! ♪]

[Glory, glory, hallelujah! ♩]

The choir’s beautiful hymn filled the air, singing praises to the Lord’s miracles as the Hebrews took their first steps towards the promised land of Canaan, a land flowing with milk and honey.

And just as the Hebrews celebrated their liberation, so did the paladins in the audience.

[Lord, who among the heavens can compare to thee? ♪]

[Who is as mighty and holy as our God? ♬]

[With Your love, You have led the people and bestowed the grace of freedom upon us~♫]

“Hallelujah!”

“Emanuel! Emanuel…!”

Tears streamed down the faces of the battle-hardened paladins as they watched, their hearts stirred by the music, by the choir’s voices, and by the actors’ passionate performances.

They saw their own struggles reflected in the plight of the Hebrews.

And they clung to the hope that their suffering, too, would one day be rewarded, that their God was not silent but was watching over them.

‘But it’s too soon to be overwhelmed with emotion.’

The true climax was yet to come.

As the scene transitioned, and Moses and the Hebrews rested at the shores of the Red Sea…

Bam-bam-!!

A blaring military trumpet signaled alarms from the distance.

[Moses! Moses! It’s terrible! Pharaoh… Pharaoh has broken his word! ]

An extra came running onto the stage, his face etched with panic, and delivered the news.

[He’s coming after us with his army, intending to slaughter all the Hebrews!]

— End of Chapter —
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“Get ready, everyone! The grand finale’s coming up!”

The religious drama, <Exodus>, was racing toward its climax. Backstage, the mage responsible for special effects issued commands.

This was his domain, the realm of special effects—the most dazzling, realistic special effects the Otherworld had ever seen. It was a point of pride for every troupe to have at least one illusionist on their payroll.

“Activate the setup as soon as you get the signal! This part is the most crucial in today’s play!”

“Yes sir! ”

“Understood!”

With crisp responses, the staff scattered to their designated positions. The mage couldn’t help but chuckle as he went over the final, glorious ‘miracle’ one last time.

‘How does Phantom come up with these things?’

Bridging the gaps in the scriptures with speculation and imagination was nothing new, of course. Even though Divine One’s existence was undeniable, the lives and deeds of many ancient prophets and saints were shrouded in mystery. Was that what inspired Phantom? Whatever the reason, it was a time-honored tradition — weaving plausible narratives from the scant information available.

For example, there was a passage that mentioned a prophet using God’s power to part a body of water. Based on that single sentence, someone had invented an entire mystical epic. 

Such scripts typically aimed to deliver a moral or sermon, often disregarding the need for a flawless storyline.

The core objective was to convey the messages of the scriptures, not necessarily craft a seamless narrative. Even with some embellishment or creative liberties, it didn’t involve outright fabrications.

“………………”

Yet, Phantom’s script was both similar to and fundamentally different from past works.

Phantom’s narrative was intricately woven, resembling a meticulously crafted tapestry. Each line radiated an almost divine holiness, as if it had been whispered by the Gods themselves.

Most remarkable was the climax, which was poised to cap the story.


‘He must have based it on that obscure legend about an unnamed prophet who parted a sea…’

The mage himself vaguely recalled hearing the legend. But he would never have imagined that someone could take such a fragmented tale and transform it into something so… monumental.

Phantom’s Moses wasn’t just a character in a play. He was so lifelike… so real… that it was almost as if he had actually existed, leading his people out of slavery in some forgotten era.

Just then, the frantic voice of an extra rang out from beyond the curtain.

[Moses! Moses! It’s terrible! Pharaoh… Pharaoh has broken his word! He’s coming after us! He’s bringing his army to destroy us all!]

“Alright, showtime! Is everyone in position? And no mistakes! ”

That was his cue. The mage hurried his assistants along, then began to mutter the incantation for the grand illusion under his breath, preparing for his most spectacular act.

✧ ❅ ✦ ❅ ✧

“W-What? He’s breaking his promise? He’s going back on his word and trying to kill them?”

“Damn you, Pharaoh! You treacherous and vile heathen!”

The paladins became agitated, their faces flushed with indignation. Being deeply pious, they were particularly sensitive to the breaking of promises.

In their eyes, an oath between individuals was a sacred and honorable vow; to break a promise, to deceive another under false pretenses… it was anathema. 

……But if Moses was fazed by this turn of events, he didn’t show it.

Boom—! Crack—!

As if on cue, storm clouds gathered overhead. The sky turned a sickly green as thunder boomed and lightning flashed. Then, from the heart of the tempest, a pillar of fire descended from the heavens like a spear of molten gold, striking the ground.

The pillar of fire blocked the path of Pharaoh’s army, who had broken their promise and pursued the Hebrews with malicious intent.

[A-A pillar of fire!]

[God! Our God!]

[But… but there’s nowhere to go! Pharaoh’s army is behind us… and we’re trapped by the sea!]

The Hebrews were trapped between a rock and a hard place—Pharaoh’s army on one side, and the vast, impassable sea on the other. As they panicked, unsure of what to do, Moses calmly walked toward the roaring waves. 


[Moses, my son, Moses.]

Just then, God’s voice, powerful and reassuring, boomed through the air.

[Do not be afraid.]

[With this staff, you will perform my miracles. ]

[……………]

Mr. Renoir, playing the role of Moses, closed his eyes, his hands gripping the staff. And then, slowly, deliberately, he raised the staff and pointed it towards the sea.

Fwooosh—!!

Before everyone’s eyes, the vast sea parted to the left and right.

The majestic scale of the shoreline, created through illusion magic and otherworldly stage technology, was awe-inspiring.

The waves, once so restless, now rose up on either side of Moses, forming giant, towering walls of water. Between them lay a path wide enough for the Hebrews to pass.

“The… the sea! It’s parting! ”

“Aah… Aaah…”

The paladins were speechless, completely enthralled by what they were witnessing.

Several of them had tears streaming down their faces.

They crossed themselves repeatedly, even as their rational minds told them that what they were seeing was nothing more than skillful stagecraft, an illusion created with magic and machinery.

But that didn’t matter, not to men worn down by years of endless war.

What mattered was that this play—this fictional story based on the religion they had given their lives to—showed them salvation. It showed the Hebrews—the people they now saw themselves in—being delivered from their hopeless situation.

And it was all presented in such a grand, miraculous fashion, a spectacle worthy of being recorded in the scriptures.

[The slaves! They’re escaping using dark magic!]

Despite having let the Hebrews go, Pharaoh, blinded by fury and pride, could not let them escape.


He brandished his khopesh—his curved, ceremonial sword—and roared—

[After them! Kill them all! Leave no one alive!]

His rage was mirrored in the eyes of every one of his soldiers. They, too, had lost their firstborn sons. The plagues had not spared them. And so, casting aside all fear, they charged after the Hebrews, right into the heart of the sea, onto the path that had been opened for their enemies.

It was a fatal mistake.

[Pharaoh! Foolish, arrogant king of Egypt!]

As the last of the Hebrews reached the safety of the opposite shore…

[See now the true might of God!]

Moses cried, raising his staff high above his head and bringing it down with all his might.

Craaaash—!!

The sea, as if awakened from a slumber, roared back to life, the towering walls of water collapsing, the waves crashing back together with unimaginable force.

And Pharaoh’s army, caught in the deluge, was swept away—

— there was no time for them to scream, no chance to leave a dying cry. The returning sea engulfed them instantaneously, erasing them from existence.

Silence descended as the waters calmed, the magically conjured sea once again placid and serene.

“…….……”

“…….……”

An eerie stillness settled over the audience.

No one spoke.

No one moved.

They just sat in stunned silence.

[And so it was that the Hebrews, led by Moses, journeyed to the promised land, a land flowing with milk and honey…]

After an appropriate interval, the narrator broke the silence, his voice soft and measured, like a father reading his children a bedtime story.

[Although their journey was fraught with hardship and peril, the Hebrews persevered, eventually reaching the land promised to them by their God. And there, blessed by God, they thrived and prospered.]

It was… a highly abridged version of events, to say the least. To use a modern analogy, it was akin to summing up history as, “Hitler got rejected by art school, so he killed himself.” And I hadn’t even touched on the whole “golden calf” debacle that occurred shortly after the Exodus.

But when it came to the overarching message of  <Exodus>, I’d say I’d nailed it.

The point was to rekindle the paladins’ faith; burying them in historical details was pointless.

‘Alright, the play’s over. Time to see if it worked.’ I thought, folding my arms and scanning the audience.

A shudder ran through one of the paladins as he let out a choked sob.

“…W…”

W?

“WAAAAAAAAGH—!!!!”

The next moment, the entire audience sprang to their feet, unleashing a unified roar like that of fervent devotees.

— End of Chapter —
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<Exodus> was performed over the course of several performances.

And finally, after every single paladin within the fortress had watched the play….

“Gah!”

“D-damn it! Retreat! ”

“What’s gotten into them?!”

On the northern front, the desperate screams of the demons began to echo.

Not long ago, the paladin unit had been demoralized and wilting.

But now, their fighting spirit was a force to be reckoned with.

“Forwaaaard!”

They charged into battle, their swords, shields, maces, and axes flashing in the sunlight; their eyes, visible through the slits in their helmets, burned with a fanatical zeal.

In their divinely inspired fervor, they chanted a single phrase over and over again.

“Those with unwavering faith—!”

“Can part the sea with a staff! ”

“W-what are they talking about— Agh! ”

Confused and overwhelmed, the demons were cut down in droves.

Some paladins, overcome by religious zeal, charged too deep into enemy lines, allowing themselves to be surrounded.


However, even when the demons blocked their retreat, the paladins showed no fear.

“Charge—!”

“Break through—!!!”

Instead of surrendering, they doubled down, smashing through the enemy ranks and escaping back to their own lines, reenacting the parting of the Red Sea.

It was a strategy that, in Phantom’s original world, was known as the “Shimazu Retreat”, a reckless but effective tactic.

What made it possible wasn’t courage or skill, but a single, powerful phrase—

“Those with unwavering faith—!”

“Can part the sea with a staff! ”

Due to the accumulation of these bizarre achievements, the situation on the battlefield completely reversed from just a few days ago.

Now, it was the demons who were being pushed back, losing ground and scrambling to defend their strongholds.

Thanks to this, the demon high command, who once thought they could breach the impregnable fortress any day now, were left in utter confusion.

“Part the sea with a staff? What in the abyss are they talking about?!”

Bang—!

The legion commander slammed his fist on the table, his black eyes burning with rage.

“Just two days ago, they were half-dead walking corpses!! How did they turn into such bloodthirsty killing machines?!”

“We-we apologize, Legion Commander. But… we haven’t been able to determine the exact cause…”

“Damn it!”

Frustrated and unable to vent his anger, the legion commander gnashed his teeth.

The unified expectation of the strategists had been that a southern advance would be possible within the year.

Even the top strategists, who had an almost uncanny knack for accurate predictions, had agreed.


What had gone wrong? What kind of unforeseen variable had thoroughly messed up everything…

Then, one of the adjutants suddenly spoke up, as if he had just remembered something crucial.

“Legion Commander! According to our intelligence, Saint Beatrice visited the Iron Wall Fortress, bringing someone with her!”

“Bringing someone? Who in the world did she bring?”

“W-we’re not entirely sure, but… according to our spies, it seemed as if they performed some kind of bizarre ritual. Strange music and chanting echoed throughout the fortress for days! They kept shouting about finding God!”

The demonic spies had mistaken the choir’s hymns, the actors’ lines, and the paladins’ cheers for a strange and suspicious ritual.

Their misunderstanding wasn’t entirely unfounded. 

Originally, theater was born from ritualistic ceremonies intended for communication with nature and deities.

Ancient people sang hymns, danced, and hoped for divine blessings.

Those series of movements, praying for the prosperity and peace of their communities, gradually became systematized, eventually establishing the genre of theater.

And hadn’t those who watched <Exodus> actually fallen into a frenzy, screaming and wailing as if possessed?

It wasn’t hard to imagine why the demons would misinterpret it as a ritual.

“A ritual? A ritual, you say?! Could it be…!”

The legion commander paled.

His fists trembled with rage as he spat out, “Those humans… did they actually succeed? Did they manage to complete their research on that ancient magic—the one that allows them to brainwash people and control their minds?!”

If one thought that way, everything made an astonishing amount of sense.

The older the spell, the more fearsome and powerful it was.

Stories had circulated about efforts to restore ancient magic that had been lost in the magic towers.

However, it was a magic that even the most skilled demon mages found difficult to wield.

And the humans? They were a short-lived race, lacking the magical talent of the demons. He had assumed it would take centuries for them to recreate, let alone emulate, the ancient magic.


“…We’re abandoning this outpost. Those brainwashed paladins will regroup and attack soon.”

The legion commander, barely containing his anger, glared at his subordinates.

“Send word to headquarters immediately! Tell them a human mage who can control minds has appeared! We need to identify this mage and find a countermeasure! ”

Phantom, who had written <Exodus> at the request of Saint Beatrice…

…had unwittingly become the demons’ greatest threat. 

✧ ❅ ✦ ❅ ✧

“Thank you for your hard work, Phantom.”

On the day we safely completed the <Exodus> performance schedule and returned to the capital, the saintess approached me with a warm smile, bowing her head slightly.

“I think it was a great decision to entrust the task to you. The northern front will boast impenetrable defenses for at least a century. The paladins have all recovered their morale.”

“Well, that’s a relief.”

I replied with a somewhat bewildered smile.

Now, wherever I went in the Iron Wall Fortress, all I heard were shouts of “Hallelujah!” and “Immanuel!”

Seeing the paladins not only regain their morale but overflow with enthusiasm made me wonder if this was actually a positive thing.

Especially witnessing them chant catchphrases as if they’d been brainwashed by the miracle of Moses was a sight to behold.

‘You can’t part the sea with a staff, my friends.’

Although I had encouraged them to immerse themselves in the performance, their reaction far exceeded my expectations, leaving me slightly worried.

What if they all started running wild, believing in miracles that wouldn’t happen, only to end up hurt?

What if they recklessly jumped off cliffs, claiming that with faith, they wouldn’t die?

“By the way, Phantom, have you ever studied theology in the past?”

“Theology?”

“The way you creatively depicted the miracles of ancient saints was quite impressive. It’s fragmented knowledge that only priests who’ve studied the scriptures would be well-versed in.”

While lost in these unsettling thoughts, the saintess eyed me curiously, asking the question.

“You see, it is said that the saints of ancient times borrowed Divine One’s power to trigger landslides and hurricanes, and even cause earthquakes on barren land. I think I heard they once dried up a part of the sea, similar to Moses?”

…Huh?

“Existing natural objects are included in Divine One’s providence. Therefore, reconstructing those natural objects through faith is theoretically possible. Of course, parting a vast ocean like Moses would require a great deal of holy power.”

“……………….”

“Well, those are just ancient events with unclear records. If such things were possible today, priests would have personally set out to subdue the demons outside the fortress, wouldn’t they?”

“Hahaha, y-yes, I suppose so.”

I laughed and replied, but I was a bit taken aback by her words.

Of course, I knew that the prophets of the past had performed various miracles with their faith.

That was why I thought Moses, who had displayed similar acts, would be an even better subject matter.

But even so…

‘Landslides, hurricanes, and even earthquakes…’

The ancient saints of this world were terrifying. Even if they weren’t on Moses’ level, they were practically walking nuclear weapons.

“…The pen is mightier than the sword, you say. I think I finally understand what you meant by that, Phantom.”

The Saint said this to me, with a hint of admiration in her voice.

“The battle between Moses, armed with a staff, and the Pharaoh, wielding a sword. In the end, it was Moses who triumphed. And now, his story has created a miracle in the real world. While we cannot dismiss the power of the sword, sometimes, a seemingly insignificant pen can be even stronger.”

Well… I wouldn’t say my intentions were that profound. I simply recreated the story of Moses from the Old Testament.

Still, being recognized as a brilliant philosopher, even unintentionally, was quite satisfying.

From the choice of subject matter to the final outcome, it was all a series of coincidences. But, as they say, coincidence repeated often enough becomes fate.

“Oh, by the way, Phantom, do you remember?” the Saint clapped her hands, as if suddenly remembering something.

“I mentioned I’d give you an additional reward beyond the material one if I was satisfied with this work, didn’t I?”

“Ah, yes. I remember.”

“And a promise is a promise. So, please continue your creative endeavors. Alright?”

“Of-of course. I’ll… I’ll keep writing.”

Leaving the Saint behind with her cheerful smile, I headed towards the teleportation circle.

My work in this cold and desolate fortress was done.

It was time to return to the warmth and comfort of my dorm room in Bronde Academy.

✧ ❅ ✦ ❅ ✧

Phantom.

The man who had left an indelible mark on her heart.

Beatrice clutched her jeweled crucifix, his name echoing in her mind.

“No wonder he’s so… unique.”

Only now did she understand why his soul had a form she had never seen before.

He was a man who channeled Divine One’s will through his pen.

Some spread the word of Divine One through gospel, others through pilgrimage, still others through the sword.

And Phantom? He was a savior who, in a manner of speaking, used his sharp pen to spread miracles throughout the land.

‘Perhaps Moses is… a self-portrait? ’

Moses and his staff, Phantom and his fountain pen…

Could it be that <Exodus> was a subtle, metaphorical representation of Phantom’s own calling?

…Of course, Phantom would probably be horrified by her interpretation. But for Beatrice, it had become an unshakable truth.

‘Catching a few art forgers… that’s hardly a fitting reward.’

A smile played on Beatrice’s lips as she clasped her hands together in prayer.

“The reward you deserve… it must be something far greater.”

✧❅ ✦ ❅ ✧

“…What was that again?”

“Ahem. Well… you see…”

A few days after returning from the northern fortress, Maurice approached me, his expression a mixture of bewilderment and disbelief. He was holding a small package.

“It’s from the imperial post office,” he said, carefully slicing open the package with a letter opener.

“It… seems you’ve been officially registered as a Hero candidate.”

He handed me a gleaming medal, crafted from orichalcum, the most precious of metals. A stylized quill had been engraved on its surface, alongside a single, bold inscription—

The pen is mightier than the sword.

Hero of the ‘Pen’ (Candidate), Phantom

Hero of the Pen? What in the world was that supposed to mean?

— End of Chapter —
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“Extra! Extra!”

“Saint Beatrice nominates the playwright Phantom as a Hero candidate!”

A sensational piece of news that shook the entire Holy Empire.

The news that the great playwright Phantom had been nominated as a Hero candidate spread like wildfire.

“What? A Hero candidate?”

“I heard he’s called the Hero of the Pen? They say he wields his fountain pen to work miracles.”

“Bwahahaha! The Hero of the Pen? What a name for someone who might become a Hero! Those naming conventions are truly something else.”

In this world, the term ‘Hero’ didn’t strictly refer to someone who wielded a sword and fought the Demon King.

It had once been the case, but the Demon King had been sealed away long ago, and the title of Hero had become more of an honorary position.

Thus, over the past centuries, the concept of the Hero had evolved.

Now, a Hero was someone who bore the favor of the Gods and performed great miracles. 

In other words, it was a title given to exceptional individuals who led the world in a positive direction. 

Whether through swordsmanship, magic, academics, or any other means —

Only a select few who made groundbreaking achievements in their respective fields qualified for the title. 

And the current Saintess Beatrice was rumored to possess the ability to see into people’s souls.

The fact that she had personally chosen Phantom as a candidate generated an immense buzz.

The first to be impacted by this were the unscrupulous theatre groups that had been shamelessly plagiarizing <Chaplin’s Comedy>.


“Boo! You script thieves! Stop it!”

“How dare you copy the comedy written by the Hero of the Pen! Aren’t you ashamed?”

“Get lost! The ten plagues will befall your theatre company!”

A barrage of protests, rotten fruits, and vegetables rained down on them. 

It was only a nomination, but people were reacting as if Phantom had already become a Hero. 

As a result, most of these theatre groups hurriedly closed their businesses and scrambled to issue apologies.

They couldn’t fool the discerning eyes of those who had seen <Chaplin’s Comedy> firsthand.

Of course, some felt uncomfortable with the idea of accusing others of plagiarism over mere comedy.

The view that there was nothing wrong with imitating frivolous and funny plays was still prevalent in the industry.

There were even those who went so far as to accuse Phantom of abusing their Hero candidate status to muddy the waters of the art world and interfere with their freedom of expression. 

However, these complaints fell on deaf ears as the Church, with their eyes blazing, maintained a watchful eye.

“The Lord said, ‘Thou shalt not steal.’”

The priest solemnly recited the scripture during Sunday Mass.

Pointing to the cross, the young man, still untainted by the world, spoke.

“The work created by the Hero of the Pen, using his pen, is also a precious gift bestowed upon them by the Divine One. To carelessly copy it is to steal from the Hero candidate. Surely, no devout believer would condone such an act.”

The Killgrewber Theater Company had just returned from their tour in the north and held the official premiere of <Exodus> in the capital.

Although it was a smaller-scale production, with the choir being sponsored by a local church, its impact was still significant.

Many priests from the capital had pooled their funds to watch this play, which was based on a classic religious story written by a renowned playwright.

As a result, the young, passionate apprentice priests, in particular, became ardent supporters of Phantom.

The play had masterfully and symbolically interwoven the fundamental tenet of the Heavenly Church —“God loves you and is always watching over you”—into a grand epic narrative, capturing their hearts completely.


The news that the creator of this epic had been nominated as a Hero candidate by the Saintess herself, and the rumor that the protagonist, Moses, might even be Phantom’s self-portrait, further fueled their enthusiasm.

“Hallelujah! The Lord saves those who believe! Therefore, fear not!”

“I will be your voice, so do not hesitate and go forth! What better words could express God’s love!”

“Moses is not only the Hero candidate’s self-portrait, but also the embodiment of the ideal virtues of a priest! This is the example the Hero candidate wants us to follow as priests!”

They firmly believed that <Exodus> was a symbolic representation of the virtues upheld by the Heavenly Church: unwavering faith, the responsibility of a priest, indomitable will, and courage.

They hailed it as a masterpiece that offered a clear answer to the question—“How should one live as a believer of the Heavenly Church?”—through a compelling story. 

…And some of the more radical priests among them began to put their beliefs into action.

They left their churches and sought out the impoverished, those who suffered like the Hebrews.

They cared for lepers who were ostracized like slaves, and even took on manual labor to support them.

Some even risked their lives to journey to remote areas beyond civilization, embarking on treacherous missionary work.

For these enthusiastic priests, material compensation or bodily comfort was unnecessary.

All they needed was the Gospel of love preached in the scriptures, and a life dedicated to its practice. 

“Let us all take up our staffs! We, too, shall perform God’s love and miracles with these staffs!”

“Hosanna! Like Moses, let us lead the starving and oppressed people to a land flowing with milk and honey!”

The new priests, focused on poverty, practical action, and the gospel as their absolute value.

They formed their own communities, creating religious gatherings funded by their own donations.

However, the impact of <Exodus> wasn’t limited to the religious sphere.

“Hey, have you seen that? The setting for Exodus is Egypt, which was also featured in Julius Caesar?”

“Of course. I’ve looked into it thoroughly.”

“Oh my God. Could it be that the worlds of these two great works are connected…?”


Of course, the Killgrewber Theater Company had been quick to clarify publicly during their performance of <Exodus> that the ‘Egypt’ depicted in both plays referred to entirely different nations and that there were no narrative connections between them.

Cleopatra in Julius Caesar, despite being a pagan, was a virtuous character who assisted the protagonist.

Conversely, the Pharaohs in <Exodus> were a villain of the worst kind, guilty of blasphemy.

It was a wise decision to swiftly draw a distinction to avoid potential future issues.

Even so, they couldn’t completely stop people’s imaginations from running wild.

“Look at this! What do you think of the story I’ve come up with? Moses, guided by God’s revelation, goes to Rome and smites the traitor Brutus with a bolt of lightning, rescuing Caesar!”

“Nah, that’s too childish! How about this? Cleopatra, the queen of Egypt, witnesses the ten plagues and converts to the Heavenly Church! She then becomes a Saint who assists Caesar!”

“Wouldn’t it be great if the Red Sea parting caused Emperor Octavian’s fleet to be annihilated? The enraged emperor, unaware of the cause, invades Egypt and brings a greater punishment upon Pharaoh, ha ha ha!”

As Phantom’s list of works grew, fan clubs started to emerge quietly.

And centered around these clubs, ‘What if’ scenarios envisioned by the fans slowly began to blossom.

As long as they didn’t publish or profit from it, imagination and creation were free.

Some sought happy endings, others romance, and some preferred cathartic twists, reimagining their beloved works.

As the scale of fan creations grew, so did the interaction between these fan clubs.

And thus, the culture of fanfiction began to take root in the Holy Empire.

✧❅✦❅✧

“Hey, Hero of the Pen.”

“Shut up, before I stab you with this pen.”

“Heh heh.”

Maurice chuckled smugly, arms crossed. Seeing his annoying grin, all I could do was sigh deeply.

Regardless, I had to submit my assignment, so I cleared my mind and diligently worked with my quill pen.

“Well, at least you’re just a candidate for now, right? You can’t stand unnecessary hassle.”

“It’s just an honorary title anyway, these days. It basically means the Saintess approves of my creative work.” 

Hero of the Pen or whatever it was, I had been given a rather silly title, but nothing much would change. 

‘To put it simply, it’s like a kind of Nobel Prize in Literature.’

Did being nominated for a Nobel Prize dramatically change anyone’s life?

They’d probably just continue their writing as a more celebrated and honored author.

So, the Saintess’ decision to nominate me without pushing too hard was probably out of consideration for me.

She was telling me to avoid getting caught up in unnecessary trouble and just keep doing what I had been doing as a playwright.

In other words, she was sparing me from bothersome responsibilities while letting me bask in the accompanying fame.

…Thinking about it that way, I suppose I should be grateful.

However…

“Oof, my aching back.”

Despite being a young master who had risen to the rank of Hero candidate, my recent days were spent mostly hunched over my desk, causing me to groan as I stretched my back.

From Admiral Yi Sun-sin to Caesar and Charlie Chaplin, and now Moses…

In a normal world, a whole semester would have passed by already, but here, things were a little different.

A year in this world was noticeably longer than a year on the Earth I once knew.

If any Earthling scientists saw this, they’d be spitting blood, refuting and nitpicking this strange peculiarity.

‘It really threw me off when I first came here.’

Perhaps the most difficult thing to adjust to was the noticeable difference in the flow of time.

At times, I felt like I should be toddling around, but I was still confined to a cradle.

And just when I thought I should be growing into a fine young lad, I was still just a baby being fed mush.

Even growth and aging were remarkably slower here compared to Earth. At some point, the imbalance between my physical body and mental state nearly drove me mad.

So, even though I’d accomplished a tremendous amount of work by Earth standards, not much time had actually passed in this world.

Still, the length of a day was fairly similar to Earth’s, and the semester’s duration was generous, though the course load was correspondingly heavy.

“So? Do you have plans for your next work, Hero of the Pen? Huh?”

Maurice prodded, perched on his bed, eagerly awaiting my answer.

It hadn’t been long since he’d seen <Exodus>, and Maurice was already probing me. Normally, I’d give him a sharp retort, but I was too drained at the moment.

“I don’t know. I’ve got assignments, studying… a mountain of things to do.”

“Want some help? I’m all done with my submissions. You can refer to my research materials if you need.”

“No, thanks. You know how strict Professor Prunelle is. He’ll instantly fail me if he senses even a whiff of outside help.”

I sighed, thinking about the notoriously boring and tedious Imperial Political History lectures.

The only reasons I was taking this class were that I needed the credits to graduate.

“Haah, still, I do need to write something.”

As they say, strike while the iron is hot.

The attention on Phantom was overwhelming, but the money piling up in Balthazar’s account was very much appreciated.

So, I wanted to be as prolific as possible before my popularity waned, or some new genius came along to outshine me.

‘But to put on an entire play in such a short time is impossible.’

Writing a play involved more than just typing words.

Acting, props, makeup, set design—everything had to be discussed with everyone involved before a production could be staged.

Wasn’t there something I could do? A way to bypass the lengthy and complex process while still producing a work?

“…Ah!”

In that moment, an idea struck me like a bolt of lightning. I set down my quill and turned to Maurice.

“Hey, Maurice. You’re the young master of a marquis family, so you have connections in the publishing industry, right?”

“Publishing? Probably. But why?”

“Once I finish the assignments, I’m thinking of writing a Lesedrama.”

“A Lesedrama? What’s that?”

“You’ll see.”

Lesedrama. In our language, it would be called a “closet drama,” or a “literary drama.”

A Lesedrama wasn’t meant for the stage. It was a genre intended to be read as a written work, like a novel.

It was often chosen by writers limited by stage conditions or specific performance constraints, allowing them free rein of their imagination.

The undisputed master of this genre would be the French playwright Alfred de Musset.

After his debut work, <A Night in Venice>, was a massive failure, he shifted focus entirely to Lesedramas.

Musset’s works were known for their intricate psychological insights, complex expressions, and romantic literary style.

To fully unleash his free-spirited creativity, he needed the absence of performance limitations.

And if I were to write a Lesedrama based on a historical figure, there was only one person to choose.

“Know thyself (γνῶθι σεαυτόν)!”

“Know what?”

“Just, you know, stuff.”

Though not a phrase I coined myself, it was a cherished saying throughout my life.

Stretching with all my might, I mentioned the philosopher recognized as the father of midwifery, dialectics, and Western rationalism.

“Seriously, you’re a baffling fellow, even for a friend.”

On the desk lay a medal made of Orichalcum.

Maurice shook his head as he marveled at the precious metal, which was at least twice as expensive as any other precious metal of the same weight.

“You’ve got a ring with the imperial seal, and the Saintess nominated you as a Hero. Next thing you know, you’ll be an imperial son-in-law. You’re the right age, and the princess is about to start looking for a husband.”

“As if. I’d rather die.”

I’d met the Crown Princess at the cosplay competition, and she was a rather intimidating woman.

She was like a gumiho—a nine-tailed fox from Korean folklore—ready to steal your liver the moment you let your guard down.

There was no way someone as cunning as her would even consider a mere playwright as a potential husband.

I should just be grateful she hadn’t borne a grudge against me for ignoring her fan letters.

“You know, we’ve been exchanging letters quite often lately. Don’t jinx it.”

“Aha! Those lovey-dovey letters between Phantom and Her Highness? I had a blast proofreading them. Very exciting.”

“Love letters, my foot.”

After the fan meeting, the princess began exchanging letters with me.

They were just friendly correspondences, nothing too serious, but it was honestly a bit nerve-wracking.

I had a feeling she was still upset about the ignored fan letter, and there was something subtly off about her tone.

Just the other day, she had teased me with a note saying, “You refused the royal office but eagerly accepted the Hero nomination? How disappointing.”

‘Look, it’s not like I asked to be nominated.’

And how could I possibly refuse a nomination from the Saintess herself?

“You’re just being overly negative, Balthazar. Looks to me like she’s trying to get close to you.”

“…Has your brain turned to mush ever since you started dating Julian? How is this in any way her trying to get close?”

“Sigh, never mind. Honestly, you’re so obtuse. What’s the point of writing great scripts if you’re this clueless? Tsk tsk.”

— End of Chapter —
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“Hee hee.”

Diana chuckled softly as she read the letter that had arrived not long ago.

Phantom’s well-being, the difficulties he was facing in his creative endeavors, and other such things filled the page. 

She muttered to herself, tracing the lines of his cramped handwriting. 

“He’s quite an endearing one, isn’t he?”

The letters, exchanged sporadically after their encounter at the cosplay competition, had started as a bit of fun, but Diana found herself genuinely enjoying their correspondence.

It had become a habit for her to eagerly anticipate his replies at the end of each day.

…Of course, there was another reason for her keen interest in Phantom’s letters.

“To think that a strapping young lord from a martial family could possess such delicate penmanship. Could this talent for beautiful writing be the secret to his playwriting?”

Diana narrowed her lime-green eyes, examining each word carefully. The playwright’s handwriting was rounded and meticulous.

Those who primarily trained in martial arts often neglected the finer points of penmanship. Even the knights of the Imperial Guard didn’t bother with calligraphy, as long as their handwriting was legible. 

Considering this, the pool of candidates for the esteemed Phantom narrowed even further — first or second-year cadets students who were dedicated to their martial training, as evidenced by the calluses on their palms, yet possessed the refined penmanship to betray their identity.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better, Your Highness. That breaking news must have dampened your spirits.” 

A close aide, who always delivered the letters, cautiously asked beside her.

She placed the letter on the table, a mischievous smirk playing on her lips.

“Dampened my spirits? You exaggerate, Franz. The appropriate expression would be ‘slightly irked.’’’

“Is that so? But you seemed rather displeased at the ti…”


“Silence.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Once again silencing her cheeky aide, Diana recalled the headline she had seen in the newspaper delivered by a subordinate not long ago.

It was a bold proclamation — Saintess Beatrice had nominated the playwright Phantom as a candidate for “Hero of the Pen.”

Of course, it was none of her business whom the Saintess chose to nominate. Choosing a Hero candidate was a privilege reserved for the highest echelons of the Holy See.

Nevertheless, the fact that it was Phantom, of all people, who had been nominated… To think that a man she hadn’t been able to completely claim as her own held such a special status… it irked her.

‘When have I ever felt this way?’

It was a strange and unfamiliar feeling, yet there was a hint of familiarity to it. 

As she pondered for a long time, Diana finally recalled its origin.

“Hmm.”

It reminded her of a fleeting feeling from her childhood, when she handed over her favorite doll to her newborn younger brother.

It was a sense of deprivation she hadn’t felt since growing up, the peculiar feeling that comes when something she wanted was taken away right before her eyes.

“Hmph.”

Saintess Beatrice…

That day, for reasons unknown even to herself, Crown Princess Diana felt a surge of animosity towards the Saintess.

✧❅✦❅✧

“Yes! It’s finally done!”

I let out a sigh of relief as I set down the draft I had been painstakingly piecing together in my spare time for the past few days, wiping beads of sweat from my forehead.

The reason I chose Socrates for my Lesedrama was simple.

Weren’t the dialogues that Plato, Socrates’s student, had recorded about his teacher’s life and philosophical thoughts considered the origin of Lesedramas?


‘And it’s not like Socrates himself left any written works.’

He believed that relying on written records for memory weakened thinking and ingenuity. He held that the true meaning of words would be lost the moment they were put into writing, as it stripped them of their contextual nuance.

Therefore, Socrates’s actions and thoughts lived on solely through the words of his disciples, in what came to be known as the Dialogues (Dialoghi).

These dialogues meticulously documented the exchanges between Socrates and countless other figures of his time, in a format strikingly similar to dramatic literature.

“Take a look, Maurice. I’ll do more editing before we publish, though.”

“Oh? Another ancient story like Julius Caesar? An Athenian democracy, and primitive polytheism with spirits mistaken for gods…”

“Well, something like that.”

I tried to tone down elements that might make the people of this world uncomfortable, and anything I couldn’t quite work around, I simply attributed to “ancient customs.”

Socrates was a philosopher born and raised in Athens, a man who lived to reform his city. To truly capture his essence, it was essential to include the democratic and polytheistic backdrop of ancient Athens.

Take, for example, the opening scene of Dialogues.

“Whoa! The opening is pretty captivating, Balthazar.”

Maurice’ eyes sparkled as he flipped through the pages, then glanced at me with a curious glint in his eye.

“So, the main character, Socrates, goes to the Oracle of Delphi and is told there’s no one wiser than him in all of Athens? Heh heh, don’t tell me our protagonist this time is some kind of strategic genius who defeats his enemies with his intellect.”

“You could say that.”

I wasn’t particularly interested in philosophy, but I’d found myself drawn to the accounts of Socrates, reading them over and over again.

Unlike other stiff and dry philosophical texts, Plato’s writings had a certain flow to them, like a well-crafted play.

…Of course, that didn’t mean it was possible to faithfully recreate all twenty-five of Plato’s dialogues.

‘Philosophical treatises, by their nature, are imbued with a profound and subtle depth.’

I wasn’t Plato, Socrates’ student, nor was I a philosophy scholar.

So it would be ludicrous to claim that I could capture every single detail of his work, or even hope to revive it perfectly.


And that is why, instead of simply copying the Dialogues verbatim, I opted for a better alternative.

I decided to reimagine the figure of Socrates—the one I, Ha Eun-seong, remembered and admired—from a dramatic perspective.

“…Hey, are you sure this is going to work?”

My friend asked after a long silence, having finally looked up from the pages.

“Why? You don’t like it?”

“No, that’s not it… I don’t know how to put it…”

He fumbled for words, fiddling with his chin. Finally, he seemed to gather his thoughts.

“Isn’t it a bit… vague? It’s just a bunch of people talking, and the protagonist just keeps finding fault with everything. If all you do is nitpick, how can anyone ever claim to know anything?”

“Exactly. That’s the whole point.”

“Huh?”

<Dialogues>, as I had recreated it, was less of a play and more of an intellectual lecture. I had carefully selected the early dialogues that best illustrated Socrates’ personality and teachings, weaving them together into a single, cohesive narrative.

I had also made liberal use of narration, adding footnotes throughout the piece to explain his thoughts and character, making the work more accessible to the average reader.

The thing was, Socrates’ philosophy wasn’t about advocating for any specific doctrine.

If anything, it was closer to the idea of “making others philosophize for themselves.”

“Read it all the way through, and then really think about what he’s saying. You might notice something different.”

Socrates never claimed to have all the answers. He never claimed to possess knowledge or to be teaching anything, per se.

What he pursued was the wisdom of ignorance. The only truth Socrates consistently espoused was the idea that “the only true wisdom is in knowing that you know nothing.”

The goal was to guide the audience beyond the relative and subjective interpretation of ‘wisdom’, and towards a truer understanding of ‘knowledge’, after all.

“Tsk. Fine, fine.”

Maurice clicked his tongue, a disgruntled look on his face as he accepted my vague response.

“I’ll read it to the end. It’s not like it’s anyone else’s script but yours, Balthazar.”

And so, he continued, page after page.

He immersed himself in the text, quietly reading on.

As he delved deeper…

“Hmm…”

The initial dissatisfaction on his face gradually melted away.

Socrates’s debate with Protagoras, who asserted that “man is the measure of all things”; 

his discourse with Gorgias, about the futility of all existence; 

his exploration with Charmides, of the true meaning of temperance;

his inquiry with Laches, into the nature of courage;

his discussion with Euthyphro, on the real concept of piety…

…and finally, the trilogy — <The Apology of Socrates>, <Crito>, and <Phaedo>, depicting Socrates’ trial, death, and the philosophical discussions leading up to it. 

Thud—!

“………….…”

At last, Maurice finished reading and closed the manuscript, propping his chin on his hand.

He assumed a pose reminiscent of Auguste Rodin’s sculpture “The Thinker,” deeply lost in contemplation.

I stretched, set down my pen, and collapsed onto the bed.

“Ugh… It’s late. Go to sleep if you’re done.”

Recalling everything I knew and translating it all onto paper… It was more mentally taxing than writing three full-fledged plays.

“Hey, I’m going to sleep, okay? Aren’t you coming, Maurice?”

“………..…”

He remained still as I set the alarm clock and turned off the light.

His uncharacteristic seriousness did give me pause, but I ultimately brushed it aside.

‘If he gets tired, he’ll fall asleep eventually.’

With that thought, I sank into my pillow and drifted off into a long, dreamless sleep.

✧❅✦❅✧

Ring-ring—!!

“Ugh… Sleepy…”

The insistent ringing of the alarm clock dragged me from my sleep. 

I forced my eyes open, my gaze falling on the faint glow of dawn creeping through the window.

And then, I saw him.

Maurice, sitting exactly where he’d been last night, frozen in the same contemplative pose, as if he hadn’t moved an inch.

“Hey, Maurice? Did you stay up all night?”

“Ah, you’re awake. My dearest friend, Balthazar.”

I asked in utter disbelief.

And he slowly released his “The Thinker” pose and turned to face me.

“It suddenly occurred to me. Have I, a nobleman, the second son of Marquis de Lavalle, Julian’s lover, and above all, a man, truly lived a virtuous life?”

“What…?”

“My eyes have been newly opened. The true worth of a human being lies not in outward appearances or material wealth, but in the beauty of their soul! It is my calling to dedicate the rest of my youth to cultivating a more noble spirit.”

Dark circles ringed his eyes, yet they shone with the brightness of a morning star as he declared this with an expression one might expect from an enlightened sage.

“Thanks to you, I now understand how ignorant I have been. Thank you, Balthazar. My most exceptional, righteous, and above all, wisest friend.”

Maurice recited a line straight from Plato’s <Phaedo>.

Even though I didn’t fully understand it myself, it seemed that <Dialogues> had profoundly impacted his train of thought.

And as the author of the very work that had led him down this path, only one response came to mind.

“Did you eat something strange last night?”

✧❅✦❅✧

…Surprisingly, Maurice wasn’t the only one to go off the deep end.

Two days after leveraging his connections to meet with the publisher and successfully publishing the <Dialogues>, something unexpected happened.

Professor Prunel, the Imperial Political History professor known for his strict adherence to the clock and the curriculum, made a startling announcement as he began his lecture.

“Today, I, Prunel Ravize, have a confession to make to all of you.”

“A confession?”

“What’s gotten into him?”

The students murmured amongst themselves, unable to hide their astonishment. They’d never seen the strict and rigid Professor Prunel act this way.

However, unfazed, Prunel heaved a heavy sigh.

“All my life, I believed myself to be a wise and intelligent man. Therefore, I never hesitated to look down on others, nor did I ever doubt my own brilliance. I was, in essence, the very embodiment of an arrogant, self-proclaimed intellectual.”

Well, I couldn’t argue with that.

Aside from his remarkable achievements in his field, Professor Prunel was notorious for being a rigid traditionalist at Bronde Academy.

But why was he bringing this up now?

“However, this one book… has broadened my narrow perspective and rebuked my foolishness, transforming me into a new man!”

And with that, he brandished the object of his revelation…

“Gah?!”

…A first edition copy of <Dialogues>, its cover adorned with the image of, who else, but our favorite bald philosopher.

— End of Chapter —
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“…Sniff, actually, I’ve been quite unhappy with all of you for being so enamored with this playwright, Phantom.”

Professor Prunel dabbed at his teary eyes, his shoulders trembling with emotion.

“I thought he was nothing but a jester, corrupting the souls of you young ones and leading you astray from a righteous path. Distracting you from true knowledge with frivolous pleasures.”

He then held up the <Dialogues> so everyone could see and solemnly exclaimed.

“But this one book… this <Dialogues>, written by his own hand, has actually elevated my soul to a higher plane. Oh, I have finally seen the light. Phantom is more than just a great playwright. He is a philosopher for the ages! A true intellectual of our time!”

He spoke emotionally about self-awareness of ignorance, the quest for true wisdom, the pursuit of objective essence and truth universally agreed upon, and the pursuit of virtues more important than wealth, status, or even life.

Pointing out each perspective that established Socrates as a great philosopher, Professor Prunel’s voice trembled with emotion.

“So, this month’s assignments and quizzes will be replaced with one task — reading this <Dialogues> and writing an essay on it. As proud students of Bronde, delve into the profound intellect of Socrates and the genius of Phantom, who brought him to life!”

“‘Dialogues’? Phantom wrote a book?”

“Are you crazy? I’m hitting the bookstore as soon as this class is over!”

“Wait, I have back-to-back classes all day. Think it’ll still be in stock if I go later?”

As soon as word of Phantom’s publication spread, a race to get their hands on a copy ensued.

Even close friends exchanged sharp glances, the classroom atmosphere as intense as a battlefield.

Professor Prunel, sensing the heated atmosphere, made another grand declaration.

“Class dismissed! Everyone, you are dismissed! Go, I say, and acquire yourselves a copy of Phantom’s Dialogues! It is far more beneficial for your education than a hundred political history lessons!”

…Did he really just say that? As the professor of a political history class?

Whatever my reservations, his words sparked a mass exodus from the lecture hall.

“Move! Out of my way!”


“Don’t shove, you jerk!”

“Ow! Let go of my hair!”

Students poured out of the classroom, a clamor of shouts and jostling bodies.

Caught in the tide of frantic students, Maurice and I were swept out of Professor Prunel’s lecture hall.

And so, <Dialogues> spread throughout the academy, and when the day arrived for everyone to submit their essays to Professor Prunel.…

“You’ve got to be kidding me?!”

I was given a C- for my assignment, the professor citing a “lack of effort in understanding the author’s genius.”

Maurice, meanwhile, flaunted his A+ like it was nothing.

As if I, the actual author, needed to “understand” my own “genius!”

“Argh! Theseus-!!”

Just like with the cosplay competition, I was utterly baffled by the world around me.

✧❅✦❅✧

<Dialogues>, the Lesedrama penned by the renowned playwright Phantom, flew off the shelves of every bookstore in the capital.

Thanks to Plato’s literary prowess, the <Dialogues> were much easier to read compared to other philosophical texts.

With Phantom’s meticulous revision and adaptation, readability and entertainment value significantly increased.

Of course, not everyone recognized the true worth of <Dialogues> from the start.

Upon first reading, readers often found themselves puzzled by its inherent philosophical complexities.

…However, a Lesedrama, while a book, was also a play in its own right.

[Oh, great Priestess of Delphi, is there anyone wiser than Socrates in Athens?]

[There is none wiser than Socrates in Athens.]


Readers naturally fell into the habit of dividing up the roles and acting out scenes from <Dialogues>.

Some did it from their sofas, others face-to-face, and some even gathered in cafes. They took turns experiencing the life of the philosopher, almost like a form of psychodrama.

And through this process, their thoughts began to deepen.

Socrates, who sought out the self-proclaimed wise men of Athens and tested their wisdom… People found themselves drawn to this old philosopher who, at first glance, seemed to do nothing but pick at words.

“No one wiser than Socrates?”

“I laughed it off at first, but what does it really mean?”

“Strange… Is simply acknowledging one’s ignorance such great wisdom?”

The wisdom of ignorance that Socrates consistently advocated wasn’t about claiming that humans were stupid or uneducated.

Rather, it was a stimulus to encourage metacognitive thinking.

The aporia—the paradox and impasse that arose from repeated questioning that exposed contradictions in one’s own beliefs—was, after all, the absolute prerequisite for attaining true knowledge.

[My dear Athenians, the unexamined life is not worth living.]

Socrates called himself a gadfly, stinging the slumbering beast that was Athens.

His speech that awakened cognitive thought was referred to by the unique term maieutics.

He believed that it was his mission to awaken the innate human capacity for logical reasoning and the pursuit of truth, even if it meant being annoying and bothersome to those around him.

And that very sense of mission was now resonating within this medieval-esque world, a stark contrast to the ancient Greece Socrates once knew.

[After my execution, punishment, far more painful than the hemlock I drink, awaits you.]

[If you think you can escape the charge of wickedness by putting people to death, you are gravely mistaken.]

[A righteous life comes not from oppressing others, but from continuously refining oneself.]

The elderly bald philosopher who faced death unflinchingly for his beliefs.

The shock of him willingly drinking the hemlock to perfect his philosophy was nothing short of sensational.


People were deeply moved by the life of a philosopher who cared for his soul and cultivated himself.

And by the time they reached his final moments, everyone felt an indescribable sense of poignancy.

[Tend to your soul. Commune with your soul. That is the beginning of a rational self.]

And that poignancy soon transformed into a wave of intellectual curiosity, as a desire to embody Socrates’s teachings began to take root.

Ironically, in a world where the existence of gods was undeniable, the field of philosophy had stagnated.  Now, thanks to Phantom’s work, the rusty gears of critical thinking, long neglected, slowly began to turn again, lubricated by a single drop of inspiration.

The study of philosophy, overshadowed for so long by theology, finally began to take shape.

“Virtue, as Socrates described it… Does it stem from nature, or from nurture?”

“Is true goodness inherent to human nature? Or is it a gift bestowed upon us by the Heavenly God?”

“What are the universal values that humans should strive for?”

Just as a single seed could blossom into a field of flowers, a single thought could spark a revolution.

Socrates’s only wish was for people to engage in philosophical inquiry. And <Dialogues>, the Lesedrama, was serving that purpose perfectly.

Thanks to <Dialogues>, more and more people embarked on the quest for universal truths.

By expanding discussions on right and wrong, they were laying the foundations for a more enlightened world.

Phantom had, in essence, unleashed a wave of philosophical thinking upon this world.

…However, unbeknownst to Phantom, this wave also had its share of unintended “side effects.”

“Ah, there’s nothing like Phantom’s Dialogues, is there? Every time I reread it, the message hits me in a different way. It’s like, with Socrates’s wisdom, my innermost being is being cleansed.”

“Right? There’s a reason he was nominated for Hero of the Pen. He definitely deserves his reputation!”

Two academy students , who’d been acting out scenes from the Lesedrama in their dormitory room, sang its praises.

As one closed the book, the other nodded in agreement, giving a thumbs-up.

One of the students, savoring the lingering thoughts sparked by his reading, took a sip from his teacup and spoke.

“But you know, to borrow a phrase from Dialogues, wouldn’t you say Phantom is… well… exhibiting ‘excellence’ in the field of playwriting? To a degree no one else can match.”

“Of course. Who else could even claim to achieve excellence in playwriting like Phantom? Honestly, even calling him the God of Creation wouldn’t be blasphemous.”

“But if there are objective, universal values, wouldn’t that mean that things created through someone’s excellence can also be objectively ranked as superior or inferior?”

“Yeah, I guess so. Why?”

“If that’s true… it makes you wonder…”

The academy student smiled, watching his friend nod thoughtfully.

He jumped to his feet and slung an arm around his friend’s shoulders.

“Which of Phantom’s plays would be considered the most excellent, objectively speaking?”

As was often the case with philosophy, the learner’s interpretation took on a life of its own.

Socrates’s pursuit of objective truth had been unwittingly twisted into something… well, a little different.

The clumsy attempt to grasp the notion of universal values had inadvertently awakened humanity’s primal instinct to rank and compare.

And this instinct wasn’t confined to just one student.

“Objectively, the most excellent work? Well, that’s obvious, isn’t it? Don’t you think so, my brilliant and wise friend?”

“Heh heh, that’s right. You’re thinking of the same one as me, aren’t you?”

“We’re best friends for a reason! Great minds think alike! On the count of three, okay?”

“One, two, three!”

“Admiral Yi!”

“Julius Caesar!”

“…Huh?”

“…What?”

The two friends stared at each other in disbelief, their different answers hanging awkwardly in the air; they backed away slightly, giving each other a scornful once-over before launching into an argument.

“Brother, how can you say Admiral Yi? The best work Phantom’s ever done is Julius Caesar! What work so precisely deals with the rise and fall of a man like Julius Caesar?”

“What are you talking about? Of course, Admiral Lee is objectively better! It’s a masterpiece that solemnly captures the nobility of a loyalist who doesn’t waver even in the face of injustice!”

“Honestly, Admiral Yi was so virtuous, he was practically unrealistic! Caesar, on the other hand, is a relatable character with flaws and complexities! Can’t you see the depth of Phantom’s insight into human psychology reflected in that character?”

“If you want to convey a theme, you should know how to use unrealistic elements effectively! It’s that romanticism that makes the message so much more immediate and powerful!”

Just then…

Clank—!

“Why is it so noisy? What are you two arguing about now?”

The student’s roommate, back from his own classes, opened the door, his gaze falling upon the two friends, faces flushed with the heat of their debate.

Seeing the roommate’s perplexed expression, the two quickly sought his help.

“Hey, Johannes! You read <Dialogues> too, right? So tell us, if we can objectively rank values, what’s the most superior work among Phantom’s pieces in a universally valid sense?”

“What kind of question is that? Obviously, it’s Admiral Yi! It’s a perfect play in terms of both artistry and entertainment value.”

“Nonsense, it’s Julius Caesar! From a humanities perspective, there are very few narratives that offer such a profound and thought-provoking experience!”

“Admiral Yi!”

“Julius Caesar!”

“…Are you two even listening to yourselves?”

While the two continued to yell at each other without waiting for an answer, their roommate just stared at them, a look of complete bewilderment on his face. Adjusting his spectacles, he finally interjected.

“Frankly, isn’t the objectively superior work <Exodus>? Phantom wrote that play and was nominated for Hero of the Pen, right? How can you even compare those other plays to that?”

“What?!”

“Huh?!”

…And just like that, what had been a heated two-way debate escalated into an even more intense three-way standoff.

Humans were, after all, experts at twisting the teachings of great minds to fit their own whims. Hadn’t the philosophies of the four great sages—Jesus, the Buddha, Confucius, and Socrates—suffered similar fates?

Jesus’s concept of agape, misinterpreted, gave rise to the prosperity gospel.

Buddha’s concept of emptiness (śūnyatā), misinterpreted, gave rise to spiritual materialism.

Confucius’s ideas of ren (benevolence) and li (ritual propriety), misinterpreted, gave rise to rigid Confucian orthodoxy.

And now, in this world, Socrates’s beliefs had been warped, giving birth to a generation of extreme… well, pedants who seemed to love nothing more than picking apart every detail.

✧❅✦❅✧

Meanwhile…

In a dusty, old laboratory…

“…The wisdom of knowing that one knows nothing…”

An old man sat amidst bubbling flasks and stacks of research papers, muttering to himself as he closed <Dialogues>.

He was a veteran alchemist, part of the Alchemist’s Guild, well past his prime. A seasoned man who had trained countless apprentices and achieved many accomplishments over the years.

— End of Chapter —
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“Cough, cough… Ahem!”

A cough flared from deep within his chest.

Flamelious, the aging alchemist, sighed, aware that his days were numbered.

Throughout his life, he had prided himself on his achievements.

As an alchemist, he had set a commendable example and produced many excellent disciples.

With diligent research into ancient knowledge, he had also achieved significant results as a scholar, achieving a level of academic success that few could rival.

However, no matter how many apprentices he trained, no matter how diligently he poured over ancient texts, there was one thing he couldn’t achieve.

It was the ultimate aspiration of every alchemist, since the very dawn of the profession—

To create the legendary Philosopher’s Stone with his own two hands.

“Know thyself. The only true wisdom is in knowing you know nothing.”

He murmured the words, like a magic spell, as he closed the book.

Alchemy in the empire was entirely based on the knowledge passed down through ancient tomes.

To alchemists, young and old, the wisdom of the past was an absolute truth.

And having spent his entire life studying these ancient texts, Flamelious firmly believed that he was destined to be the one to finally unravel the ultimate secrets of alchemy.

However, reading Phantom’s Lesedrama changed his perspective.

He couldn’t help but see a reflection of himself in the Sophists—so quick to boast of their wisdom, yet failing to acknowledge their own limitations.

…Of course, Flamelious couldn’t completely relate to the situations depicted in <Dialogues>.

While the sophists’ discussions were primarily metaphysical and spiritual, 


…the knowledge alchemists dealt with was much more concrete and physical.

Nevertheless, the philosophical quandaries presented in <Dialogues> sparked a new way of thinking. And once his thinking shifted, he began to see things he’d been blind to before.

“………..….”

He removed all the ancient texts that had once symbolized his lofty ambitions, his heart heavy with newfound humility.

The accumulated knowledge he’d once revered was now meticulously dissected, scrutinized with a critical eye.

Relying on his own intuition, he began peeling back the layers of “truth” he’d passively accepted for so long, embracing a path of true intellectual exploration.

He was no longer bound by the conventions of the past. He challenged inconsistencies.

And, like Socrates, who’d relentlessly questioned the Sophists’ complacent wisdom, he dedicated himself to the pursuit of a single, objective truth.

Time passed, and his hair turned from gray to snow white.

“Ha… Hahahaha…!”

He gazed at the liquid bubbling within the transparent flask, its vibrant, crimson hue reflecting in his tear-filled eyes.

“I… I actually did it!”

He knew, instinctively, that he had achieved everything an alchemist could possibly dream of.

He no longer felt the need to cling to this mortal life. He could depart with dignity, with peace.

“Thank you. Thank you, Socrates. And thank you, Phantom.”

The old alchemist, his nose buried in a handkerchief, whispered words of gratitude to the two figures who’d illuminated his path, guiding him out of the darkness.

He picked up the quill resting beside him and began to write on a piece of aged parchment, meticulously outlining the advice he needed to impart to his beloved successors.

✧❅✦❅✧

“I… I’m sorry, what was that again?”

I asked, digging my finger into my ear, sure I’d misheard.


But the alchemist who’d come to visit me at the Killgrewber Theater Company stood firm.

“Please, accept this gift. The Philosopher’s Stone. The ultimate aspiration of every alchemist.”

The young man, insisting he needed to fulfill his master’s dying wish, had pleaded to meet me. He held out a transparent vial filled with a viscous liquid.

“My master, Flamelious, passed away after completing this. He said Phantom deserved this gift, that it was thanks to you he was finally able to achieve his life’s ambition.”

“Ah, well… May the deceased rest in peace. But… the Philosopher’s Stone? Are you saying… this is that legendary Philosopher’s Stone?”

I pointed at the vial, watching the liquid inside sway gently; it was reddish, almost like fresh blood, giving it an unsettlingly ominous feel.

Was it because I had watched too much anime in my past life?

Because the name immediately conjured up images of that one thing… from that one show…

If memory served me correctly, the ingredients required to create the Philosopher’s Stone in that anime were… well… rather numerous…

“Rest assured, the Alchemist’s Guild  strictly prohibits the use of any dangerous or unethical ingredients. Such practices are considered evil deeds that stray from the principles of alchemy.”

The young man, sensing my unease, quickly dispelled any misconceptions.

Rumors of alchemists conducting dangerous research with dubious materials seemed to be widespread in this world as well.

“Philosopher’s Stone, Philosopher’s Stone. Even someone like me, who is quite ignorant of alchemy, has heard of it often…”

I cautiously took the glass bottle, asking.

For some reason, I had a feeling that mishandling this strange potion might cause it to explode or something.

“I’m not really familiar with its effects, though. Could you explain them to me?”

In my original world, the Philosopher’s Stone was a catalyst that transformed base metals into gold.

In popular media, it was often reinterpreted as a mysterious elixir granting immortality.

So, what did the Philosopher’s Stone in this world actually do?

“The Philosopher’s Stone is a substance that can permanently alter the structure of matter.”


The young man gestured towards the vial, pointing at the Ouroboros—a serpent eating its tail—etched onto its surface.

Unofficial AI
Pointing at the symbol, the young alchemist began to explain.

“All things in nature have a specific structure. Altering this structure can change the properties of a material. For example, applying heat or cold to liquid water transforms it into gas (steam) or solid (ice).”

“Indeed.”

“And, broadly speaking, humans are also composed of matter.”

Placing his hand over his chest, the young alchemist’s eyes gleamed with excitement.

Reflecting on the infinite possibilities before him, he continued.

“The Philosopher’s Stone can change the ‘properties’ of the one who consumes it into their most desired form, granting them mysterious abilities. The criteria for ‘desire’ can be functional needs or simple personal wants.”

“Altering properties and granting mysterious abilities? That’s quite intriguing. Is it possible for a human to transform into an elf or a dwarf?”

“Hahaha, nothing quite so fanciful as that! Creating life is the domain of the divine. We can only tinker with existing structures. It’s impossible for a mere man-made potion to alter the fundamental nature of a living being.”

“Hmm… That’s a shame.”

A bit disappointing.

I had briefly hoped that I could turn small animals into movie monsters.

Godzilla, King Kong, Mothra, King Ghidorah…

It was every boy’s dream to raise a giant monster, wasn’t it?

“If you’re curious about what abilities might manifest, you can try it after I leave. My master, the greatest alchemist, has thoroughly tested it for safety, so there’s no need for additional concerns.”

“Yes, about that… Why did your master decide to hand over his life’s final masterpiece to me? I’m merely a literary professional with no ties to alchemy.”

In response to my perfectly rational question, the young alchemist smiled warmly.

He reached into his robe and retrieved something familiar—

— a first edition copy of <Dialogues>, worn and weathered from countless readings.

“The play you wrote, <Dialogues>… It inspired my master. It taught him not to blindly follow outdated authorities but to blaze his own trail in the pursuit of knowledge.”

“Is that so?”

“My master, Flamelious, wanted to officially acknowledge the impact your work had on his final achievement. He never would have completed the Philosopher’s Stone without the inspiration he gained from your play.”

“……….….”

“To respect the knowledge of the past, but not be shackled by it. To think for yourself. That is the wisdom you’ve bestowed upon all alchemists. On behalf of the entire Alchemist’s Guild, thank you.”

…So, he was saying that because of Socrates, his master had unlocked the door to truth and achieved his lifelong dream?

For a split second, I almost burst out laughing, picturing a pristine, white-clad, bald philosopher shouting, “That’s right, alchemist!!”.

But I managed to suppress my amusement, knowing it would be incredibly rude.

It’s his master’s memento. It would be pretty messed up to giggle about anime right now.

To be honest, I was struggling to connect the dots, but it wasn’t entirely absurd upon closer inspection.

The foundation of medieval alchemy was based on the theories of the philosopher Aristotle.

And wasn’t Aristotle’s own teacher Plato, Socrates’s most devoted student and follower?

Sure, they’d eventually parted ways, their philosophical pursuits diverging, but if you traced their intellectual lineage far enough back, they both shared the same root, deeply influenced by Socrates.

…Still, something didn’t sit right with me.

“Are you sure it’s okay to just… hand over something this valuable to me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you said that the ultimate goal of an alchemist is to create the Philosopher’s Stone, right? Did your master pass down the recipe?”

“No, he didn’t. He left behind a few hints, but that’s about it. He wanted us to figure out the rest on our own.”

“Then wouldn’t it make more sense to use this finished product for research? So the knowledge can be shared for the advancement of alchemy? Even if your master wished for you to give this to me?”

This was like inventing a superconductor and then giving it away to some random person! And without even sharing the blueprints!

Logically, the entire alchemical community should be in an uproar over such an action.

“…That won’t be necessary. After all, as Socrates said in <Dialogues>, a life lived without questioning, without contemplation, is a life not worth living.”

The young alchemist’s resolve was unshakable.

He looked at me with an expression of reverence, as if gazing upon a legendary sage.

“All alchemists have read <Dialogues>, your lesedrama. And it’s made us realize something. The true value lies in the journey of discovery—in uncovering hidden truths through our own efforts.”

“……………”

“We will find our own way to create the Philosopher’s Stone, just like the great Flamelious. You have the elders’ blessing, so please, accept this gift. Consider it a token of our gratitude to the candidate for Hero of the Pen, the one who enlightened us.”

The elders have approved…

Well, that settled it. As an outsider, it wasn’t my place to argue.

Refusing a gift offered with such sincerity would be incredibly disrespectful.

And so, as a candidate for Hero of the Pen, I accepted the Philosopher’s Stone and returned to Bronde Academy.

 

— End of Chapter —
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“The Philosopher’s Stone? You’re saying… this is that legendary Philosopher’s Stone? The one from stories?”

“Shh! Keep it down, you idiot! Do you want to cause a riot in Bronde?!”

I frantically shushed Maurice as he peppered me with questions, his eyes wide with disbelief.

Afterwards, he let out a short, bitter laugh and said,

“As if the ring from the Imperial Family and the Hero candidate medal weren’t enough, now you’ve got the Philosopher’s Stone? Nothing surprises me anymore.”

Yeah, for real. It’s like collecting parts of some ultimate set.

Maybe I should just wear them all at once?

Ring on my finger, the medallion on my chest, vial strapped to my waist…

“So… are you actually going to drink it?”

“Of course I am. What, you expect me to throw it away?”

“Ugh, you’re seriously going to just chug down a potion made by alchemists without a second thought? You know their stuff has a terrible reputation for side effects, right? Don’t come crying to me when you wake up with horns on your head.”

Maurice grimaced, his reaction entirely understandable given the context.

This world was rife with rumors about potions going wrong. People drinking vitality potions and being unable to sleep for days, or downing healing potions and sprouting extra fingers.

‘…The permanent change thing is a little scary, to be honest.’

If it was just a temporary effect, I wouldn’t hesitate to experiment, but the fact that the changes were irreversible made me think twice.

What if I ended up with twelve fingers? Or worse, four… you know… down there?


How could I possibly live with that?!

“…Eh, I’ll just have to trust the old alchemist, I guess.”

I’d heard he was the greatest authority on alchemy, even in his old age.

If someone like that had vouched for its effectiveness and safety, nothing too disastrous could happen, right?

Pop—!

I uncorked the vial, eager to see what kind of powers it held.

And then, without a moment’s hesitation, I downed the contents in a single gulp.

“Well? How do you feel? Notice any difference?”

“Ugh… not really.”

Well, it tasted awful. I’d foolishly hoped that the reddish color meant it might taste like strawberries.

There were no noticeable changes to my body. If anything, the lingering aftertaste just made me feel a bit nauseous.

What the heck? Why isn’t anything happening?

Don’t tell me that old alchemist scammed me, using his master’s reputation to peddle fake goods?

What kind of cruel joke was this?!

Woooong—!

“Huh? Wh-what the…!”

“Gasp! What’s happening!”

Maurice and I exclaimed in unison.

A strange light was emanating from my solar plexus.

It was a brilliant and pure light, reminiscent of the holy power wielded by priests.


And finally, when the light faded…

“…What was that?”

I looked down at myself, puzzled.

I did feel a bit healthier than before.

More energized?

But, aside from that, nothing seemed significantly different.

So, what exactly had changed?

As I pondered this mystery, examining myself for any visible transformation…

“!”

…it hit me.

I knew, instinctively, how the Philosopher’s Stone had affected me.

“Hey, Maurice, hand me some of that paper and a fountain pen.”

“Huh? Why all of a sudden?”

My friend, looking a bit bewildered, passed me the paper and pen. I stretched, limbering up.

Then, as I brought the nib to the paper…

Scribble, scribble, scribble, scribble!

My hand flew across the page, words appearing with almost supernatural speed. There was no hesitation, no pausing to think.

It was as if I already knew exactly what to write.

“Alright! Done with the report!”

“Wha-?! Al-Already?”


Ssssshh—!

Maurice stared at me in shock, then at the stack of completed pages, still warm to the touch, wisps of smoke rising from the freshly dried ink.

Dumbfounded, he glanced back and forth between me and the report and asked,

“I mean, I know you’d already done all the research and stuff, but… Doesn’t that usually take you hours? You finished in less than ten minutes?!”

“Yeah. Looks like the Philosopher’s Stone really did affect me.”

The young alchemist had said it alters the user’s properties and grants them mysterious abilities, right?

‘I’ve been so overwhelmed lately with reports, studying, and playwriting that I barely had time to breathe.’

Maurice had been a huge help, but I’d still been pulling all-nighters for days.

There were times when I wondered, ‘Am I going to collapse at this rate?’

It seemed the Philosopher’s Stone had detected my “functional need” and responded accordingly. Maybe I could now churn out entire plays in a single sitting, if I really wanted to.

Of course, I still needed a solid foundation of knowledge and a steady stream of ideas…

“And what else? Do you not feel any other differences?”

“Other differences?”

“Being able to write faster is impressive and all, but… come on, this is the Philosopher’s Stone we’re talking about. There has to be more to it than just that.”

Other differences, huh?

There was definitely something different about me, but it wasn’t as obvious as my enhanced writing speed.

If I had to describe it, the changes the Philosopher’s Stone was causing in my body might need to be observed over the long term.

Perhaps the newly acquired skill was just the tip of the iceberg.

Maybe, over time, new ‘transformations’ might occur in a chain reaction?

“Of course, the power you get is writing-related. Just like our great Phantom. Maybe you’ll actually become the Hero of the Pen, capable of some transcendent, writing-based ability?”

“Who knows.”

What could such an existence, fitting the title of ‘Hero with the Pen,’ truly be?

Would I shoot attacks from my pen like the alchemist throwing flames in that anime?

Or would I be able to use calligraphy to conjure magical Chinese characters, like those characters from the educational comics?

Or maybe, like Green Lantern from DC Comics, I’d be able to physically manifest my imagination?

That would be fun.

[Burn, oh fire! Blow, oh wind!]

Everyone likely had such fantasies about incantations at least once during childhood, right?

“By the way, there’s still half left. What do you plan to do with the remaining portion?”

“Hmm, you’re right… What should I do?”

The vial was still half full, the liquid sloshing gently.

But I couldn’t bring myself to swallow another drop. My instincts were screaming at me, warning me that consuming more of the Philosopher’s Stone might be dangerous. Like… life-threateningly dangerous.

So, I subtly suggested to Maurice,

“How about you try some? You’ve been a great help to me.”

He’s been my assistant, supporting me so I could focus solely on writing.

As a token of appreciation, he deserved to share in the benefits of the Philosopher’s Stone.

However, much to my surprise, he refused.

“No thanks. I’m happiest as I am now. I have no desire to use a potion to change myself into something other than the current Maurice.”

“Really?”

Now that he mentioned it, Maurice had always had a strong sense of self-worth and an incredibly positive outlook on life. Being around him never got boring.

It was a bit annoying, honestly, seeing him so effortlessly happy and popular, but I decided not to press the issue.

After all, there’s no rush to dispose of the remaining potion immediately.

‘It’ll come in handy eventually, I’m sure.’

I slid open the drawer and stored the remaining Philosopher’s Stone inside.

Just as I was locking the drawer, making sure no one could get their hands on the remaining potion…

“Waaaaah—!!”

A sudden roar erupted from the dormitory hallway.

It sounded like a battle had broken out. What were those academy students up to now? Another drunken pillow fight, perhaps?

It wasn’t uncommon for young students to get carried away and lose all sense of decorum after a few drinks.

I was just about to dismiss the noise as such when I heard something specific that caught my attention.

“Anyone who’s read Phantom’s works, come out! We’re starting the rating war nowww-!!”

“…Huh?”

What war?

✧❅✦❅✧

“We hereby declare that we will no longer be lumped in with those uncultured barbarians! We refuse to be called Bronde students!”

“Wowahh! It’s war!! Let’s show those plebs what true appreciation for art looks like!”

“…So, what exactly is going on?”

We were standing on the balcony of our dormitory, enjoying the breathtaking view from high above.

Maurice chuckled as he answered my question.

“Remember <Dialogues>, your latest work?”

“Yeah. What about it?”

“Well, the students who were moved by your work decided to create a public review board. They wanted to go beyond just passively consuming art and actually engage in critical analysis and evaluation. I think they called it… Rotten Melon?”

…Rotten Melon? Seriously? Was that supposed to be this world’s version of Rotten Tomatoes?

Anyways, those strange kids of the academy, when did they even come up with that?

“But as the critiques developed, opinions clashed, and competition sparked. As the competition turned into a feud, they started sabotaging the ratings. It eventually devolved into a full-blown rating war.”

“A rating war?”

“I heard they started by manipulating the ratings on the board. They boosted the scores of their favorites and tanked the scores of everything else. But like they say, if your tail’s too long, it’ll get stepped on, and with everyone doing it, it eventually led to…”

“Alright, enough. I get the picture.”

I let out a chuckle, shaking my head in disbelief.

I leaned against the railing, gazing out at the academy grounds below. The sun had set, and the full moon hung high in the sky. It was past eight in the evening.

Down below, under the glow of the magical lamps, three distinct groups of students were facing off against each other, their voices echoing through the courtyard.

One group held aloft a red banner emblazoned with a laurel wreath.

Another waved a blue banner with a turtle ship.

And the third brandished a green banner with a staff.

The students, each representing their chosen faction, glared at each other, ready to brawl at a moment’s notice.

— End of Chapter —
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“Caesar is clearly the greatest hero in Phantom’s plays! He almost single-handedly overthrew the Republic and became Emperor by sheer talent! Who else can compare to him?”

“Yeah, well, our Admiral Yi destroyed 133 ships with only 12! He was undefeated at sea! Stop overhyping that loser who got his butt kicked by Vercingetorix!”

“Nonsense! Can either of them part the sea with a staff? Combine both Caesar and Admiral Lee and they’d be done if Moses showed up and parted the sea! Everyone would be wiped out together!”

“Agh, damn it! You illiterates who can’t even grasp the play’s context! Talking to you is a waste of breath!”

“That’s it! Enough! From today, we declare war on those ignoramuses who know nothing about theatre!”

“Fire! Show those cockroaches what real taste is!”

Whoosh—!

Thud—! Thwack—! Splat—!

The sounds of battle filled the courtyard as tensions finally boiled over.

Fortunately, no actual physical violence was involved.

Instead, the three warring factions were locked in…

“…a dessert food fight?”

Cakes, pastries, and other treats, presumably purchased from one of the fancy bakeries near the academy—all covered with whipped cream, chocolate, almonds, and fruit jams—were flying through the air like projectiles.

The students had even built makeshift barricades out of chairs, desks, and other scavenged furniture.

Some of the attacks seemed to be specifically designed for maximum psychological damage—truly heinous acts of pastry-based warfare.

“Ugh, what the—?! Mint chocolate chip?! Which one of you threw toothpaste at me?!”

“Gah! Raisins?! You’ve crossed the line, you jerks!”


“Ew! Why would anyone put coconut cream in bread?! It tastes like dishwater!”

The air was thick with the sweet aroma of sugar and chaos as the Food War raged on.

I was dumbfounded.

“I don’t get it. Is it really worth fighting over?”

“It’s simple, really. They can’t accept the possibility that their favorite play might not be objectively the best. That someone else’s favorite might be… superior.”

“So what? They’re all Phantom’s plays!”

“Of course, it matters! What kind of fan would calmly accept someone trashing their favorite work? They’re just going about it the wrong way, trying to elevate their own favorites by tearing down others.”

“Honestly…”

The purpose of literary criticism was not to incite a mudslinging contest between fans.

‘Criticism is the lifeblood of creation,’ the renowned director Orson Welles, creator of the masterpiece Citizen Kane, once said.

By scrutinizing and evaluating a specific work from various angles, criticism paves the way for the emergence of superior creations someday.

Indeed, criticism has grown alongside the advent of art, akin to twins, since time immemorial.

Didn’t the philosophical evaluations based on Aristotle’s Poetics during the classic Greek era delve into the virtues and vices, the highs and lows, and the magnitudes of various aspects through critiques?

However, to misuse such a noble act merely for ranking works… tsk, tsk.

“It’s no surprise that academy students love stories about heroes,” Maurice said, shrugging and adding with an amused expression, “So, naturally, their disagreements have taken a rather… childish turn. The play with the ‘better’ hero is the ‘better’ play. Or something like that.”

A power struggle over the superiority of fictional heroes…

I guess that explained why <Chaplin’s Comedy> and <Dialogues> were excluded from the debate.

<Chaplin’s Comedy> was, after all, a lighthearted series, not an epic tale of heroism. And <Dialogues> was a Lesedrama focused on the life of a philosopher, not a battlefield.

“Right. Even though Princess and Rosalyn didn’t directly participate, I heard they played their part. The Princess supported Caesar, the lover of the graceful Queen Cleopatra, while Rosalyn backed Moses, who was nominated as a candidate for the Hero with the Pen by Phantom.”

As if recalling something, my mischief-making friend cheekily shrugged his shoulders.


With a sly smile, he looked at me and teasingly said,

“Wow, what are you gonna do now? If you side with one, you’re bound to receive looks of resentment and disappointment from the other. This is why you shouldn’t recklessly aim to be a charmer, you playboy.”

“Shut up.”

Maurice has always been quick to label someone a harem master. Both of them are women galaxies away from being anything of that sort in relation to me.

Either way, this fervent… no, rabid enthusiasm had to be addressed.

“Are you kidding me?! Caesar, the man who charmed even the Emperor and inspired a change in Imperial etiquette?! Compared to him, Lee is small fry! His impact on society is on a whole other level!”

“If we’re talking about influence, <Admiral Lee> helped the Wenford family return to politics, boosted the combat prowess of the Imperial Guard, and advanced naval tactics!”

“Yeah, and thanks to <Exodus>, Phantom is now a candidate for Hero of the Pen! So maybe those who haven’t even produced a Hero candidate should just shut up!”

In the realm of philosophy, there exists a conundrum known as the ‘Socrates Problem.’

In brief, it revolves around the question, ‘Who was Socrates, and what did he truly think?’

Despite being the foundational figure of Western philosophy—the teacher and inspiration for Plato himself—Socrates himself left no writings.

As a result, fierce debates have raged through history over what exactly constituted Socrates’ original ideas; even his own students, who’d lived alongside him, had offered wildly different interpretations of his teachings.

In many ways, this current uproar in the academy… wasn’t it just another variation of the Socratic problem?

The only difference was that the philosopher Socrates had been replaced with the acclaimed playwright Phantom and his works.

“What are you going to do? All you have to do is show up and give your verdict. It would solve everything.”

 Maurice suggested I step in and act as a judge. I, however, immediately shot down the idea.

Nitpicking only gets worse when you take sides.

Very few people could accept defeat gracefully. Especially when their pride was on the line.

And the question of “Which play is better?” was entirely subjective. Even as the author, I had no right to dictate anyone’s preferences.

“…I’m a candidate for Hero of the Pen now, right? So naturally, I should use my pen to solve this.”


I said, stretching leisurely.

I had been racking my brain for ideas for the next work anyway, and since these consumers seemed to be obsessed with heroic tales… well, I’d give them another one. One that would hopefully put an end to this ridiculous feud.

I’d choose a hero that appealed to people of all ages and genders…,

…and I’d focus on action and romance—genres that everyone loved.

✧❅✦❅✧

“Is that all you have to say for yourself, Legion Commander?”

“I… I apologize, Your Excellency, but I implore you to listen. This is not a matter to be taken lightly…”

“Enough. Your excuses are worthless.”

The icy winds whipped across the desolate landscape, biting at exposed flesh. It was the northernmost edge of the continent, a desolate land where demonic forces were gathering.

A Legion Commander stood before his superior, facing accusations of incompetence.

The paladins of the Iron Wall Fortress, their morale inexplicably boosted after a performance of Phantom’s <Exodus>, had dealt the demonic legion a humiliating defeat, halting their southward advance.

The Legion Commander was being interrogated for his failure.

Towering over him, from atop a throne of blazing hellfire, was the Overlord—the demonic regent, ruling in the absence of the Demon King, who’d been sealed away long ago.

“When you mentioned a Hero Candidate, I assumed the Hero of the Sword had made a surprise visit to the northern fortress, Legion Commander,” the Overlord said, his gaze sharp and unsettling.

“Though still unripe, a Hero Candidate is still a Hero Candidate. Had it been that half-elf, I would have understood—her presence alone is enough to inspire and empower paladins.”

Hero Candidates were always a nuisance.

Though the Demon King had been vanquished, humanity had not forgotten the terror he’d inflicted upon the world. They continued to seek out and train individuals with exceptional potential, ensuring the legacy of heroes would live on.

And of all the current Hero Candidates, the one that concerned the demons most was the “Hero of the Sword”—a half-elf, rumored to possess an unparalleled talent for swordsmanship.

Of course, it was said her talent hadn’t fully bloomed yet, but still..

…Yet, the excuse that came from the Legion Commander’s mouth was nothing short of ludicrous.

“The Pen? The Hero of the Pen, you say?”

Unable to even lift his head, the Legion Commander stuttered and stammered.

“Are you mocking me, Legion Commander?” the Overlord roared.

— End of Chapter —
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“I realize this sounds preposterous, M’Lord! But I urge you to consider the implications! That individual will undoubtedly become an impediment to our plans…”

“An impediment? What impediment? How can a mere pen pose a threat to us?”

“That… well…”

To be fair, the subordinate’s assertions could have been laughable.

The Legion Commander had been tasked with providing a comprehensive analysis of the battlefield, and all he’d returned with was a collection of nonsensical ramblings.

“The Hero of the Pen candidate has awakened ancient spells, manipulated and brainwashed minds, and somehow obtained supernatural powers with a mere pen…”

Irritated, the Overlord glared at the Legion Commander with bulging eyes and sharply reprimanded him.

“We barely have time to breathe, toiling away in this frozen wasteland, preparing for the future of our kind! And you dare insult my intelligence with such pathetic excuses?!”

“These are not excuses! Do not underestimate the Hero of the Pen simply because his title sounds absurd! You must not underestimate him…”

“Seize him and throw him in the dungeon! He will be punished for his failure in due time.”

“G-Great Overlord! Please, believe me! The Hero of the Pen! You must not underestimate his power—!!”

As he was dragged away by the undead minions, the Legion Commander wailed in despair.

Watching him intently, the Overlord muttered with incredulity.

“Those humans… appointing anyone and everyone as Hero Candidates. Are they losing their minds?”

“Perhaps it’s a good thing, Your Excellency. It’s a sign of their weakness—that they would entrust such a ludicrous title with so much power,” said his advisor, standing beside the throne.

Grasping the armrest of his flaming throne, the Overlord responded.

“This ‘Hero of the Pen’ is of no concern. What of the Hero of the Sword?”


“The half-elf, Your Excellency? Rest assured, she continues to wander aimlessly.”

The Hero of the Sword, a contemporary of Phantom, the Hero of the Pen candidate…

While her potential was formidable, her unpredictable nature made her even more dangerous.

The demons kept a close eye on her movements for another reason.

“…Keep a watchful eye on the Sword Hero Candidate.”

As he rose from the flaming throne and approached a crystal set behind him, the Overlord added,

“That girl is not normal. Is it because she is a filthy half-breed, sharing the blood of two races? She seems to lack something significant, as if a mule stubbornly devoid of what should be……inherent.”

The crystal pulsed with dark, sinister mana—a swirling mass of blood magic. The Overlord caressed its surface, his tone grave.

“And it is this very incompleteness… that may lead her to join our cause — if guided by fate — to embrace our path of conquest and bloodshed.”

✧❅✦❅✧

“Balthazar Arture, are you paying attention?”

Snap—!

“Ouch!”

A playful flick on the forehead startled me out of my reverie.

I winced, rubbing my forehead and turning to face the culprit.

“I know the lecture is boring, but a student shouldn’t ignore their teacher’s teachings, should they?”

The figure before me had deep violet hair, the color of amethyst, and matching eyes that sparkled like gemstones; an eyepatch covered her left eye, and her ears were long and pointed, a clear sign of her elven heritage.

It was Professor Gaby, my elven professor from Bronde Academy.

“You’re going to hurt my feelings if you keep spacing out like this. We’ve known each other since our freshman year, haven’t we?”

“S-Sorry, Professor.”


My words came out muffled as she playfully pinched my cheeks.

Laughter filled the lecture hall, echoing from the other students.

Releasing my cheek, Professor Gabu looked around the hall and announced,

“Alright, alright, settle down. I know it’s hard to focus right after lunch. But at least we don’t have a double lecture today, right? Pay attention, and I’ll let you out ten minutes early.”

“Yay, Professor!”

“We love you, Gaby!”

“Alright, quiet down. Let’s talk about Elven art, shall we?”

She turned towards the blackboard and picked up a piece of chalk with her left hand.

Most people would use their right hand to write, but Professor Gaby couldn’t.

She’d lost her right arm in a battle, long ago.

Flap—! Flap—!

Her empty sleeve swayed as she moved.

And the eyepatch covering her left eye, lost to shrapnel.

These disabilities, difficult for most to overcome, seemed trivial in contrast to her bright and cheerful disposition.

Her classes were so lively and enjoyable that students scrambled to enroll in them, making them the most sought-after at Bronde.

Even the students who’d been waging a rating war just yesterday were now laughing and enjoying themselves in her class.

“Now, look closely. This is a typical Elven landscape painting. Quite different from human styles, wouldn’t you say?”

Professor Gaby held up a scroll, unfurling it to reveal an intricate painting.

“Elven paintings are characterized by strong contrasts in black and white and a focus on harmony with nature. Unlike human paintings, which often use oil paints, Elves prefer ink and traditional paper, known as ‘hwaseonji’.”

Black and white contrasts, harmony with nature, ink, hwaseonji…


Anyone familiar with East Asian culture would immediately recognize these elements.

Surprisingly, the elves of this world possessed a distinctly Eastern aesthetic.

Professor Gaby’s attire, for instance, was reminiscent of a martial arts master straight out of a wuxia novel.

Her class, {Cultural Exchange between East and West: Elves and Humans}, was a general education course that offered a rare opportunity for someone from a typical Western fantasy world like myself to learn about the customs and traditions of a world with Eastern fantasy elements.

‘That’s why I usually find this class incredibly interesting.’

I mean, come on. Beautiful elf teaching you about a world inspired by Eastern fantasy? How could anyone resist?

However, my mind was preoccupied at the moment.

…And yet, my mind kept drifting elsewhere.

‘…So, what should my next work be?’

I needed a protagonist with a more visceral, raw appeal than the typical noble hero, someone who could carry a story driven by action and romance.

The problem was, I had too many options; every potential candidate seemed promising, making it even harder to choose.

Should I focus on the exploits of Achilles, the hero of the Trojan War?

Or perhaps chronicle the conquests of Alexander the Great, who built a vast empire spanning Eurasia?

Or maybe write a biography of Richard the Lionheart, the legendary King who tore through Islamic armies?

“Ugh, nothing’s really grabbing my attention…” I mumbled quietly to myself, ensuring no one heard.

Thanks to the Philosopher’s Stone, I could now write much faster, but I still needed a spark of inspiration, an idea that I could truly get excited about.

Something suitable for the stage… something that made me think, “This is it!”.

As I continued to search my mind for the right candidate, Professor Gabi’s voice pulled me back to the present.

“Now, let’s explore the traditional performing arts of the Elves. Recently, the plays of Phantom have become extremely popular, haven’t they?”

Having finished her explanation of Elven painting techniques, Professor Gaby rolled up the scroll and continued.

“I hear you can’t even hold a conversation with young people these days if you haven’t seen his plays. That’s why I’ve been making sure to catch every one of them. Even a grumpy old elf like me needs to be able to relate to my teaching assistants, right?” she said, winking.

Students laughed heartily once again, filling the room with mirth.

With a wave of her hand, she quieted them down and went on.

“Elven performances differ significantly from human ones. They favor elaborate choreography and exaggerated makeup. It’s also common to musically compose the actor’s lines.”

“Musically compose the lines? What does that mean?”

“They write the dialogue in a rhythmic, poetic manner? Humans do that too.”

The students looked confused.

The concept seemed a bit abstract, hard to grasp based on words alone.

Seeing this, Professor Gaby smiled and cleared her throat.

After all, even Professor Gaby was dressed like a martial arts master.

She then proceeded to demonstrate this “Elven-style” performance…

“What the…?”

“Pffft! Hahaha! That screeching is so weird! Sounds like a swarm of mosquitos!”

“And that rhythm is way too intense. Is that supposed to be singing or speaking?”

…the students generally reacted with grimaces or laughter.

Her delivery was closer to singing than speaking, and the strained falsetto she used was undeniably comical.

“Oh?”

However, unlike my classmates, I couldn’t laugh it off.

Because I’d actually seen this style of performance before, in my past life.

‘’That’s like the singing in Peking opera!’

In China, it was a traditional form of opera, similar in status to pansori in Korea. Professor Gaby was demonstrating this art form, also known as “Beijing opera,” right in front of our eyes.

An art form I had come across indirectly while watching classic films as a media enthusiast.

Even considering a race with Eastern influences, stumbling upon something so unexpected left me dumbfounded.

“Hehe, quite different from human performances, isn’t it?” Professor Gaby asked, smiling after her demonstration.

She raised her remaining hand to her face, adding casually,

“But that’s not all, folks. When it comes to Elven theater, there’s one more dazzling technique we can’t forget.”

Whoosh—!

The sound echoed through the room, like a piece of crumpled paper being smoothed out.

The students gasped in astonishment.

“Whoa! What was that?!”

“Is that magic? How did you do that?!”

“So cool!”

A colorful mask, seemingly made of paper, had suddenly appeared on Professor Gaby’s face, covering her eyepatch.

But the show wasn’t over yet.

Whoosh—! Snap—! Whoosh—!

“Woah!”

“Incredible! The masks keep changing!”

“Are you using magic, Professor?”

With each subtle touch, the mask transformed. It went from red to yellow, from black to green, as if teleporting between different forms.

Even in a world where magic was real, casting spells was a rare talent. 

So, witnessing a clever illusion or a magic trick still had the power to elicit the same reactions from these people as it would from anyone in my past life.

…And watching this, I, too, was struck with such amazement that I was practically petrified.

‘That’s Bian Lian, isn’t it?’

It was a technique used in Sichuan opera, a traditional form of Chinese opera that originated in Sichuan province.

✧❅✦❅✧

It was a type of performance where the performer rapidly changed masks, using hidden strings and sleight of hand, without ever touching their face.

Of course, in Professor Gaby’s case, she seemed to be using a bit of actual magic to enhance the effect.

“How is it? Quite the sight, right?”

Professor Gaby said, removing the final mask—a blue one—to reveal her face.

“That’ll be all for today since I promised to end 10 minutes early. Next time, I’ll introduce you to more fascinating and extraordinary Elvish culture. Class dismissed.”

“Woohoo—!!”

“Professor Gaby is the best!”

The students erupted in cheers and applause, praising Professor Gaby as she graciously bowed, much like an actress on stage.

And I, too, joined in the enthusiastic clapping while inwardly rejoicing over a realization that had just struck me.

Professor Gaby’s two demonstrations—both of Eastern origin—had given me the inspiration I’d been looking for.

‘Of course! How could I forget him when talking about action and romance?’

His life story was practically overflowing with idioms and legendary feats —  with sayings like “all men are mere subjects under heaven” and “breaking cauldrons and sinking boats,” he had once swept across the Central Plains with his sword alone…

And, unlike his rival, he’d only ever loved one woman, adding a layer of romantic tragedy to his tale.

“…’It is Heaven’s will that I am undone, not due to any fault in my strategy!'”

Mumbling what could be a famous quote, I made sure it was soft enough not to catch the attention of those around me as I got up from my seat.

He was a man who, though defeated, had become an immortal legend through countless retellings and reinterpretations.

And now, it was time to transform the dramatic saga of this legendary figure into a theatrical performance.

✧❅✦❅✧

Several hours later, as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the academy grounds…

Gaby, fresh from a hot bath, stepped out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around her head and a robe draped over her body. 

She walked into the living room of her assigned faculty housing, a cozy little apartment she’d been living in for over a decade.

“Ahhh, that feels good.”

Settling in front of a desk piled with letters, she murmured to herself.

The stack represented all the mail that had arrived for her throughout the day.

Sorting through these and organizing them was her final task for the day.

The mail she received was usually quite predictable — tax notices from the Empire, well-wishes from kin of the World Tree, and even secret confessions of love from several male students smitten with her…

…But the one message she’d been waiting for, for years, never seemed to arrive.

‘That child still hasn’t contacted me.’

She’d once shared a sacred bond with them, but it had been tragically severed.

Once bound by a pledge as master and disciple, their connection, unfortunately, seemed to have faded.

Gaby sighed, massaging her temples as she thought about her former student, the girl who’d left her tutelage after a disagreement.

“Sigh, at the very least, she needs to eat properly. I wonder if she’s taking care of herself.”

The letters she had received today were no different from usual, full of trivial matters to read later. She yawned as she sorted them out.

If the remainder were the same, she planned to head to bed soon.

But at that very moment, a peculiar letter buried in the paper pile caught her attention.

“Hmm?”

It was sealed with a unique red wax stamp shaped like a theatrical mask.

Intrigued by the unfamiliar design, Gaby broke the seal.

And slowly, she began to read its contents…

“A request for consultation from an expert in Elven theater… from the playwright Phantom?”

 

— End of Chapter — 

Trivia :

Bian Lian is an ancient Chinese dramatic art that is part of the more general Sichuan opera. Performers wear brightly colored costumes and move to quick, dramatic music. They also wear vividly colored masks, typically depicting well known characters from the opera, which they change from one face to another almost instantaneously with the swipe of a fan, a movement of the head, or wave of the hand.

◦ ✤ ◦
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“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Playwright Phantom. It’s an honor to meet someone who usually maintains such seclusion in person.”

“The pleasure is all mine, professor. To be honest, I’ve become intrigued by Elven culture while conceptualizing my new work. I want to incorporate an Eastern stylistic approach in my new project.”

“Hoho, I see. Is that why you invited me to this expensive place?”

Slurp—!

Professor Gaby asked, taking a sip of tea from her delicate porcelain cup.

Our meeting was taking place at the Fairy Pavilion, a restaurant located in the bustling capital, designed to resemble an old Eastern tavern with its strikingly ancient interior. It was owned and operated by elves who, for various reasons, had chosen to reside in the empire, serving traditional World Tree-style cuisine.

Naturally, an ordinary academy student would find it challenging to afford such a place, but that wasn’t an issue for me.

‘After all, this ring with the Imperial Seal is covering the cost.’

I had a special credit card, a gift from the imperial palace, meant to help maintain the “dignity of the great playwright Phantom”.

The elven staff had readily bowed and ushered us into the room with the best view the moment I presented it.

“An elven-inspired play… interesting idea, Phantom.”

Professor Gaby, picking up braised pork with chopsticks, narrowed her eyes slightly.

She chewed thoughtfully, savoring the flavor of the braised pork belly, then swallowed.

“But you do realize there’s a huge difference between elven and human theater, right? Actors who aren’t familiar with elven traditions won’t be able to adapt overnight just by reading your script.”

“That’s precisely why I invited you, Professor. Aren’t you an expert in all forms of Elven arts?”

Professor Gaby was an Elf who had lived for over two hundred years.


As a result, as far as her field of expertise—the arts—was concerned, she was incredibly versatile.

Swordsmanship, painting, music… She excelled in every form of art imaginable.

It would be quicker to list what she couldn’t do.

“I have high hopes for this play, and I want to utilize all the help I can get. Your skills, your connections—anything you can offer.”

With that, I subtly handed over the initial concept draft of my work-in-progress, <Farewell My Concubine>.

It told the story of Xiang Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu, who had shaken the Warring States period of ancient China with his sheer military might. The notes roughly outlined my ideas for adapting the story for the stage.

“This is quite intriguing, Phantom.”

After scrutinizing the notes for some time, the professor finally responded.

She looked at me, her brow furrowed beneath her eye patch.

“Let me correct myself. It’s beyond interesting; honestly, it’s quite impressive. You have a deeper understanding of Elven culture than I expected. It’s the first time I’ve seen a human grasp Eastern cultural artifacts this well.”

“Thank you.”

In reality, when I decided to use Elven opera as a concept, there were specific genres I had in mind.

Films like “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon,” “The Heavenly Sword and Dragon Saber,” “Once Upon a Time in China,” and “A Chinese Ghost Story.”

The wuxia films that had dominated Hong Kong and Taiwanese cinema in the late 20th century.

It might seem odd that I was drawing inspiration from these classic action films, filled with elaborate martial arts and wire-fu stunts, when my original concept was elven opera. But the reason was simple—

Early wuxia films often featured opera performers who were skilled in acrobatics and martial arts, forming the backbone of the genre.

‘Plus… Xiang Yu’s life story was basically a wuxia epic.’

His unparalleled martial prowess, symbolized by the invincible “ten thousand man enemy” trope; 

A revenge plot driven by the desire to avenge the fall of his kingdom; 

A fateful relationship with the wise hermit Fan Zeng, resembling a father-son bond in nature;


And his tragic romance with Consort Yu

—it had all the elements of a classic wuxia tale.

‘I plan to go all-in on Orientalism, just like I did with <Admiral Lee>.’

With this resolve, I was determined to bring the spirit of Hong Kong action cinema to the stage.

This world’s audience, accustomed to the stale tropes of chivalric literature, would find the wuxia genre to be a breath of fresh air, a thrilling departure from the norm.

“Alright. You clearly know so much about elves, I can’t possibly refuse your request.”

Professor Gaby said with a smile, handing back my crumpled notes.

“Your new work seems to be very action-oriented, which means you’ll need some intense stunts, right? I happen to know an elven acrobatic troupe that’s currently performing in the capital. They specialize in physical feats, so they’d be perfect for that.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it.”

“However, it will be difficult to replicate the elven style perfectly. Human actors won’t be able to adapt quickly, and the human audience might find the unfamiliar techniques off-putting.”

“Don’t worry. I’m well aware of that.”

Introducing something completely alien could lead to disgust rather than curiosity.

I planned to work closely with Professor Gaby to modify, remove, or tone down any elements that might alienate the human audience.

The high-pitched singing style of Chinese opera, the heavy makeup, the energetic, almost chaotic, choreography—all of these needed careful consideration.

I wanted to create a play that was fresh and exciting, yet still accessible to the Imperial audience.

“There’s one more problem, Phantom. This play… it’s about elves waging war, right? Set in fictional kingdoms built around the World Tree?”

“That’s right. Is there something wrong with that?”

I’d decided to make all the characters elves, capitalizing on the wuxia theme.

Xiang Yu, his rival Liu Bang, all the supporting characters—all elves.

It made sense, both visually and thematically. 


“Professor, are you worried about casting elven actors? You don’t need to worry about that.”

I’d already planned to contract the Geloroushina Troupe for <Farewell, My Concubine>. 

They were an entertainment-focused troupe, so they had a lot of attractive, charismatic actors who would look great in elven costumes.

I’d only signed a contract with them for <Chaplin’s Comedy> so far, but I’m sure Isabella, the troupe manager, would be thrilled to see the <Farewell My Concubine> script.

“No, it’s not about that. I’m aware that human actors can be dressed up as Elves. With suitable makeup and pointed ears, it won’t matter much to the audience.”

However, the professor shook her head and explained.

“There’s a more important issue. If this is an action-heavy war drama, who will play the main character in <Farewell My Concubine>?”

“The main character?”

“The story structure requires the protagonist to be at the center of all battles, right? So, it would be difficult to cast just any human actor in that role. If they haven’t trained in martial arts, they couldn’t do the part justice.”

“Well, how about asking the elven acrobatic troupe? They’re skilled in performing complex action sequences, so they should be able—“

“That won’t work. Acrobats are performers, not actors. They can do tricks, but they can’t bring a character to life, especially not the protagonist, the heart and soul of the play.”

“I see…”

I’d overlooked this.

In my previous plays, casting an experienced lead actor had never been an issue.

But this time, with the unique demands of the script, finding the right person for the role was proving to be a challenge.

The play wouldn’t work without a strong actor to play Xiang Yu.

I couldn’t cast a Geloroushina actor; they lacked the necessary martial arts training.

Should I postpone production and focus on training the actors in action sequences? But that would delay the premiere.

“Hmm, you mentioned wanting to utilize my connections, right?”

Just then, Professor Gaby, who had been tapping her index finger on the table, made a suggestion.

“If it’s alright not to have a professional actor, I could recommend a candidate from our academy students as the protagonist.”

“Hmm? From the academy students?”

“Looking at the project plan, it seems like this special performance will mainly occur in the evenings over a relatively short period, right?”

Professor Gaby glanced at the returned notes and continued.

“In that case, it could be a good experience for our students to participate without much burden. It doesn’t overlap with their lectures, and it’s not like your previous works that will be performed regularly.”

Ah, right.

The <Farewell My Concubine> was a limited-time engagement. A short, intense burst of creative energy.

The students were at each other’s throats, having misinterpreted the message of <Dialogue>. I’d deliberately made this play a grand spectacle in order to distract them, to redirect their aggression.

The elven acrobatic troupe I’d hired for the music and stunts… Even our collaboration was temporary, a matter of scheduling.

“Actually, I have the perfect student in mind. He’s been training in swordsmanship for years, and he’s not bad at acting or singing either.”

“Is that so? That’s quite a talented student. Who is it?”

I asked with anticipation, and the professor smiled before answering.

“His name is Balthazar Arture. He’s a member of the Arture family, a prestigious martial arts lineage from the southern part of the empire.”

“Cough! Cough! Cough! Hack! Hack!”

“Goodness, are you alright? Did you get a fishbone stuck in your throat?”

“I-I’m fine. I just choked a little. Cough, cough!”

I dabbed at my mouth with a floral-patterned napkin, trying to regain my composure.

But in reality, I was so flustered that I was spouting all sorts of nonsense.

Who? Me?

Why so suddenly? Since when was I considered an asset in performing arts? Huh?

“Ah, a young noble from the Arture family. Interesting. May I ask why you specifically recommend this student?”

“I’ve been mentoring him since his first year, and he has quite a bit of hidden talent.”

Professor Gaby answered with a chuckle.

“I have a good eye for talent, and I knew Balthazar was special from the moment I met him. He’s definitely someone I’m keeping an eye on.”

“…He must have made quite an impression on you.”

“He did. I had him do a dramatic reading as part of his liberal arts class, and I saw a spark in him, a natural talent for acting. He needs some polishing, of course. He’s a bit rough around the edges, still a little too green, but that can be remedied with proper guidance.”

Ah, right. The dramatic reading from freshman year. I’d put in a lot of effort for that assignment. All for those sweet, sweet academic credits.

Despite the fun and engaging lectures, Professor Gaby was quite strict when it came to grading.

“Well… alright. I trust your judgment, Professor. But won’t an academy student be too busy? I doubt they’ll have time for this with all their studies.”

I was lying, of course. 

Honestly, ever since I consumed the Philosopher’s Stone, I had plenty of free time.

My writing speed had literally skyrocketed to overwhelming levels. Tasks that took others hours to complete, I could finish in just ten minutes.

Professor Gaby shrugged and replied nonchalantly.

“I’ll just ask him. If he refuses, it’s no big deal. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, right?”

“Hmm.”

“And it’s a personal request, so if he accepts, I’ll compensate him. That should be enough to entice him, don’t you think?”

“Compensation? Are you talking about sharing the profits from ‘Farewell My Concubine’?”

“Of course, he’ll get a share of the profits for playing the lead role. But I’m talking about something a professor can offer a student. Hmm, let’s see…”

After pondering for a moment, Professor Gaby smiled brightly.

Then, she looked at me with a cheerful tone.

“The midterms are coming up soon… how about a guaranteed A+ on his exam? I was planning to assign an alternative project related to arts collaboration anyway.”

“……………”

“Hm? Phantom?”

I’ll do it. Absolutely, I’ll do it.

Not only would I earn money from my play, but I’d also get a free A+ just for having fun playing the main character?

Oh, there’s no reason not to. None at all.

Trivia :- 

Xiang Ji (c. 232– c.January 202 BC[1]), courtesy name Yu, was the Hegemon-King of Western Chu during the Chu–Han Contention period (206–202 BC) of China. A noble of the state of Chu, Xiang Yu rebelled against the Qin dynasty, destroying their last remnants and becoming a powerful warlord. He was granted the title of “Duke of Lu” (魯公) by King Huai II of the restoring Chu state in 208 BC.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xiang_Yu

— End of Chapter —
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As Phantom, it wasn’t long after my meeting with Professor Gaby, I was sitting at my desk, trying to refine the ideas I had brainstormed for <Farewell My Concubine>; suffering from a severe hangover after having drunk excessively the previous night.

“Ugh… My head…”

‘I must have been out of my mind, drinking that much Kaoliang liquor.’

I had accepted the lead role on the professor’s ‘recommendation.’

It was decided that until Phantom the playwright finished the script, I would receive guidance from the Geloroushina Theatre Company.

Professor Gaby, thinking it was a lot of hard work, treated me to Elven liquor, and I overindulged, leading to these repercussions.

‘But surprisingly, it did taste good.’

Perhaps because it was premium Elven liquor brewed from the World Tree?

It was strong, but its aftertaste was clean, and it had an excellent flavor. The best part was that it didn’t leave a lingering alcohol odor on my body.

And the thought of a guaranteed A+ got me excited, shouting, “Wow! Free booze from someone else!” and I ended up drinking too much, now paying the price for it.

It was the weekend, a precious time for academy students. My roommate, Maurice, had already gone out on a date with his girlfriend.

Here I was, stuck at my desk, playing with my pen. But I couldn’t afford to be lazy.

Adapting the story of Xiang Yu for the stage was going to be a challenge. There was a lot to cut, a lot to tweak.

“Ugh, this is tough.”

It was proving to be even more difficult than adapting the stories of Admiral Yi or Julius Caesar.

Xiang Yu and Liu Bang, the heroes of the Chu-Han Contention, were quintessentially Chinese heroes.


In China, with its massive population, the deaths of tens of thousands of people might not even register. Ruthless pragmatism, sacrificing even family and honor for victory, could be seen as a sign of intelligence.

…But the medieval sensibilities of this world were completely different.

‘I need to boldly revise any overly vile or cruel aspects.’

If the audience can’t empathize because they are horrified by the protagonist’s actions, the play will fail.

Moreover, the political background of the character Xiang Yu was problematic.

Xiang Yu, who displayed an unprecedented level of rebellious actions far surpassing those of Cao Cao from the Romance of the Three Kingdoms.

As a child, while watching the procession of the Qin Emperor touring the Huai region, didn’t Xiang Yu suddenly declare?

[I will kill that man and take his place!]

‘Even if it’s a story with an exotic concept, a mere noble making such a statement against the Emperor would have unimaginable consequences.’

And then there was the fact that Xiang Yu had killed his own lord, King Huai of Chu, the symbol of resistance against the Qin dynasty.

This wasn’t just about a cruel personality; it was an outright act of treason. If the protagonist commits such an act, the theatre may be thrown into turmoil.

I decided to make some major changes to the setting of <Farewell My Concubine>.

The unified Qin empire would be downgraded to a kingdom that had destroyed all other nations and stood alone. I would remove the character of King Huai of Chu and make Xiang Yu and Liu Bang descendants of kings whose kingdoms had been destroyed by the Qin.

The descendants of fallen kings seeking revenge and reclaiming their thrones—it was a solid motivation for the characters and would avoid unnecessary political complications.

For the rest, I planned to carefully revise any culturally specific elements that would only resonate within ‘China,’ adapting them to more universal values.

So far, so good… but…

“Ugh… My head…”

The Chu–Han Contention was a vast and complex historical period, and adapting it for the stage was a headache. The hangover wasn’t helping either.

Why couldn’t the Philosopher’s Stone have given me super intelligence too? Coming up with ideas is exhausting!

I was struggling to come up with a solid plot structure when…


Knock, knock, knock!

“Huh?”

Someone was knocking on my dormitory door.

Maurice wouldn’t be back from his date for a while, and even if he was, he would’ve just used his key.

“Coming! Just a second.”

I scrambled to shove my notes into my desk drawer before unlocking the door…

“Ah? Senior?”

“Hi, Balthazar. Sorry to bother you. Are you busy?”

…And there she was, standing in the doorway—Rosalyn Wenford, my senior and the epitome of a model student.

She’d entered the male dormitory once before, during the production of <Admiral Lee>. Now she seemed to have no qualms about breaking school rules.

✧❅✦❅✧

“How’s it going, Balthazar? Are you doing okay with your role as the lead in Phantom’s new play?”

“Yeah, I’m managing.”

Senior Rosalyn poured me a cup of fragrant tea, and I offered her an awkward smile.

When I agreed to play the lead in <Farewell My Concubine>, I’d made one condition: My identity as Balthazar Arture had to remain a secret.

I would be disguised as an Eastern-style elven warrior, so it would be difficult for people to recognize me.

‘I already live a double life, so I don’t need extra attention complicating things.’

Only three people knew the secret that I was the lead actor in Phantom’s new play — Professor Gaby, my roommate Maurice…

…And my closest friend at the academy, Rosalyn Wenford.

“I came to encourage you, but you look absolutely exhausted,” she said, sitting down beside me with a worried expression. “Are you feeling alright? You must be really nervous. You’ve been suffering because of the burden of collaborating with a genius, haven’t you?”


Well, not really.

I looked exhausted because of the hangover, not because I was stressed. And considering I was the renowned playwright, I didn’t feel much pressure.

But I couldn’t just admit, ‘I’m Phantom,’ here.

“Haha, well, something like that. Don’t worry too much. Thanks for the tea.”

I sipped the tea Rosalyn senior had made, glossing over the truth.

The subtle fragrance filled my mouth, making my mind feel slightly clearer.

…But the aftereffects of overindulging in Kaoliang liquor hadn’t completely subsided.

“Ugh!”

“Balthazar? Are you okay?”

“I-I’m fine. Just… a bit of a headache.”

“A headache?”

Why doesn’t this world have any decent hangover cures? I thought miserably.

“If you’re getting headaches, maybe you’re pushing yourself too hard, Balthazar. Are you getting enough rest?” she asked, her eyes filled with concern.

“Oh, senior, really, I’m fine. Don’t worry about it. It’s not what you think.”

“……….…”

My complexion was terrible, and I was clutching my head in pain. But since there was no smell of alcohol, she had no idea I was suffering from a hangover.

She seemed to think I was overwhelmed by the pressure of playing the lead role in Phantom’s play.

And then…

“It’s okay to struggle, Balthazar,” she said softly.

“Senior Rosalyn?”

Senior pulled me towards her, letting me rest my head on her lap.

Smiling warmly at me as I blinked in surprise.

She gently ran her fingers through my disheveled hair and whispered.

“Even if it’s just for a moment, relax and rest assured. Don’t worry about anything.”relax and rest for a bit. Don’t worry about anything.”

“Senior Rosalyn, I’m really fine. You don’t have to…”

“Whatever you need to do, if your heart is filled with anxiety and impatience, you won’t be able to accomplish anything. Just listen to me this time, okay?”

“…….…”

It was too late to confess about the drinking now.

The soft sensation of her thighs under the wrinkled skirt. While not as impressive as the princess’s, Rosalyn senior’s figure was still exceptional.

So much so that her generous ‘heart’ made it hard to see her face even when lying down.

Moreover, with the faint scent of roses wafting around, I felt like I was in an aromatherapy session, gradually drifting into slumber.

Although we had become quite close recently, this was the first time she showed such overt physical affection.

“Rosalyn senior? Is it alright to treat a mere junior like this? I think the male seniors might get quite jealous.”

“Hmph. Didn’t I tell you before? If such petty guys want to be jealous, let them.”

She patted my forehead gently, like comforting a newborn baby.

Her green eyes, full of maternal affection, gazed down at me as she whispered.

“And you’re not just any junior; you’re my savior, Balthazar. I’m still grateful to you.”

…My savior.

“Come to think of it, Rosalyn senior, aren’t you curious about Phantom’s identity? A lot of other students seem to be quite interested.”

She considered Phantom a savior, a figure of mystery and intrigue.

But I found it curious that she wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about uncovering his identity.

Whenever the topic of Phantom came up, her eyes would gleam dangerously, and I worried she might turn into a yandere at some point.

“Of course, I’m curious.” She chuckled. “But I don’t want to pry.”

“Really?”

“Phantom is… Phantom,” she said, gently poking my forehead. “Knowing that is enough for me, as their fan. It doesn’t matter who’s behind the mask; the value of their work remains the same.”

“……..…”

“Hehe, what’s with that look?”

“Oh, it’s nothing.”

Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind.

Consort Yu, the woman who stood by Xiang Yu’s side… Maybe she’d been like Rosalyn.

And with that realization…

“Thank you, Senior Rosalyn. My mind feels much clearer now.”

…the structure of the play became crystal clear.

The Great Conqueror’s Concubine, a Hong Kong blockbuster film from 1994, split into two parts, depicting the rise and fall of Xiang Yu.

✧❅✦❅✧

A few days later, in front of the Geloroushina Theater.

Once again, the crowd that had gathered to watch the re-performance of <Chaplin’s Comedy> after work came to an abrupt halt.

“Huh? What’s that?”

“Is that a painting? I’ve never seen that style before.”

The theater entrance, which used to display only Chaplin posters since the collaboration with Phantom, now showcased a beautiful Eastern-style watercolor painting.

An elven warrior with black hair, mounted on a black steed, brandishing a sword; thousands of soldiers swarmed around him, creating a breathtaking battle scene.

But the eye-catching spectacle didn’t end there.

“Aren’t those elves?”

“I think they’re from that acrobatic troupe the nobles love to watch. What are they doing in front of Geloroushina?”

Elven musicians, dressed in traditional attire, were playing drums, flutes, and other instruments, creating a lively atmosphere as the acrobats performed their routines. They had set up shop right in front of the theater entrance.

As the spectacle drew more and more onlookers, finally, there was a crowd’s full attention.

“Hup!”

Boom, boom, boom—!!

“Oh?”

“Wow! What’s going on today?”

The musicians launched into a performance, drums pounding, zithers twanging. The unexpected spectacle drew cheers from the crowd.

Then, the elven musicians began to sing in unison, their voices strong and clear.

⌠Vigorous when facing the beatings of ten thousands heavy waves! ♪⌡

⌠Ardent just like the rays of the red sun! ♪⌡

⌠Having courage like forge iron and bones as hard as refined steel! ♪⌡

⌠Having lofty aspirations and excellent foresight! ♪⌡

It was ‘A Man Should Strengthen Himself’, the theme song from the Hong Kong wuxia film, ‘Once Upon a Time in China’. Phantom, in collaboration with Professor Gaby, had recreated the Chinese-inspired song for this world.

⌠With all my heart, I strive to become a true hero! ♪⌡

⌠In order to become a hero, One should strive to become stronger everyday! ♪⌡

⌠An ardent man shines brighter than the sun! ♪⌡

While it was originally the theme song for the martial arts master Wong Fei-hung, it fit perfectly with the story of Xiang Yu.

As the final notes of the song faded, the musicians switched gears, their instruments now playing a different tune.

And then…

Swoosh! Boom! Bang, bang! Boom!

Fireworks exploded behind the musicians, lighting up the twilight sky.

“Goodness!”

“Wow! What are those? They’re beautiful!”

“Are those… fireworks enhanced with magic?”

Red and blue dragons danced in the sky, twisting and turning, battling for possession of a blazing sun.

As the fireworks faded, the Geloroushina actors appeared amidst the smoke, as if by magic.

“Next weekend! Phantom’s new play, <Farewell My Concubine: Part One>, will premiere at the Geloroushina!” an actor dressed in Eastern attire announced to the crowd.

“A special collaboration with an elven acrobatic troupe! The play will be performed for a limited time only. Don’t miss this opportunity! Gather at Geloroushina next weekend!”

“A new play from Phantom?! And it’s only for a limited time?!”

“Next week?! How am I supposed to wait that long?!”

“I know! It’s going to be torture!”

While a play was a product, it could also be used as a marketing tool. Phantom, the master of modern marketing techniques, had successfully piqued the audience’s curiosity. The crowd, who had come to see <Chaplin’s Comedy>, were now buzzing with excitement about the new play.

Day by day, time went by, and finally, the long-awaited weekend arrived.

The curtain rose on <Farewell My Concubine: Part One> at the Geloroushina Theater in the capital.

✧❅✦❅✧

“So, how’s it feel, Balthazar? Juggling a triple life as a playwright, an actor, and a student—all in secret?”

“Shut up. You know exactly how it feels.”

Maurice, my roommate, was teasing me with his usual mischievous grin.

I simply frowned in response.

<Farewell My Concubine: Part One>, which depicted the peak of Xiang Yu’s glory in the style of a wuxia novel, had accomplished its purpose.

The heated competition over student rankings had come to an abrupt halt.

…However, an entirely different problem cropped up instead.

“Air walk! Hyaaa—!!”

“Out of my way! This master will demonstrate the art of levitation! Woooaaah—!!”

Unfortunately, more and more would-be suicidal martial heroes, unable to distinguish fiction from reality, have appeared at the academy.

Seriously, these idiots…

Translator’s Notes :-

Definitely need a restaurant scene where the young master offends the protagonist and the protagonist vows to kill nine generations of the aloof young master — NOW THAT WOULD BE CINEMA!!! 
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Male students were desperately trying to imitate the wire-fu action sequences from <Farewell My Concubine>, repeatedly leaping from the windows of the tall academy building.

They’d covered the ground with multiple layers of thick mattresses to cushion their falls, but one wrong move could still easily result in a broken neck.

“Damn it! I failed again!”

“Real men have grit! We’ll keep practicing until we succeed!”

“A man’s life should be like Xiang Yu’s! To conquer the world with a single sword! Let’s go—!!”

It was because of idiots like these that the disclaimer, ‘Good children, do not try this at home!’ was necessary.

Unlike <Admiral Lee>, I’d decided to preserve the original Chinese names in <Farewell My Concubine> to enhance the exotic feel.

Xiang Yu, Liu Bang, Fan Zeng, Han Xin… all these names, unfamiliar and unpronounceable to the people of this world, were left untouched.

It might sound like gibberish to the average citizen, but who cared? As long as it satisfied the Westerners’ Orientalist fantasies, it was all good.

… Anyway, the popularity of <Farewell My Concubine> had reached epidemic proportions.

The story, unlike my previous works, focused solely on entertainment, bombarding the audience with an almost lethal dose of dopamine and adrenaline.

The countless reviews posted on the academy’s online forum were a testament to the story’s impact.

[Rotten Melon Score Meter – Farewell My Concubine: 100%]

[└ Farewell My Concubine is so underrated! It deserves 200%, not 100%]

[└ Are you stupid? The maximum score is 100%. Go complain to the forum admin]

[└ When is the second part coming out? I need to know! Someone, please tell me!]

[└ The fact is that <Farewell My Concubine> is single-handedly reviving the Rotten Melon forum.]


The first part of <Farewell My Concubine> focused on the rise of Xiang Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu.

His rebellion alongside his uncle, his victory over Zhang Han at the Battle of Julu, his triumphant entry into Xianyang, the capital of the Qin dynasty, his proclamation as Hegemon-King…

The story continues up to the Hongmen Banquet, where he drives his rival Liu Bang to Bashu with a sword dance.

‘And I’d conveniently omitted the… excessively brutal parts…’

Acts of killing soldiers and civilians indiscriminately, the Massacre burying 200,000 Qin captives alive, and other atrocities were omitted considering the audience’s sensibilities. I’d toned down Xiang Yu’s atrocities, presenting them as ‘necessary’ measures to quell rebellion and maintain order. After all, I had to consider the audience’s sensibilities.

‘…Of course, those details would reappear in the second part of the story.’

For now, however, Xiang Yu had been reborn as a romantic hero, perfectly suited to the tastes of this world, where martial prowess was revered above all else.

The current craze wasn’t so much a <Farewell My Concubine> craze… as it was a Xiang Yu craze.

✧❅✦❅✧

“Hey, Balthazar. Speaking of which… that whole ‘martial arts’ thing, did you really just make it up for fun? It’s not something elves actually use, is it?”

“I’ve told you a thousand times already. Even Professor Gaby, who’s an elf, said <Farewell My Concubine> is just fiction.”

“Hmm, that’s a shame. I’d love to learn Qinggong and fly around barefoot.”

“Really?”

I guess it made sense. Flight magic didn’t exist in this world yet.

To enhance the wuxia aspects of the story, I’d given the main characters— Zhang Han, Liu Bang, and Xiang Yu— their own unique martial arts styles.

First, Zhang Han, representing the black-clad Qin Dynasty, had the unique martial art of Absorption Technique. This incorporated the immortal aspirations of Emperor Qin Shi Huang, portrayed almost like a demon king.

Then, Liu Bang, representing the red-clad Han Dynasty, was given the unique martial art of Tathagata Palm.

It was a Buddhist-inspired martial art, a bit anachronistic for the time period, but it fit Liu Bang’s charismatic and benevolent persona.

And finally, there was Xiang Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu, whose signature martial art was Qinggong— the ability to leap incredible distances and move with superhuman speed, represented by the color blue.

And then there was the Samadhi True Fire, which imbued his legendary sword with azure flames.


‘The audience went wild when Xiang Yu used his flaming Dragon Spring Sword to mow down his enemies.’

After the premiere of <Farewell My Concubine>, the academy was flooded with requests to hire an Eastern martial arts instructor.

Some students even went so far as to beg Professor Gaby, who taught general education courses, to take them on as her disciples.

The professor, of course, refused, stating that she couldn’t reveal the secret techniques of the elves to mere humans.

…Surprisingly, however, Xiang Yu wasn’t the only character receiving attention.

[Am I the only one who thinks Han King Liu Bang would be a better ruler? He’s a great judge of character, and he’s so much more understanding and forgiving than Xiang Yu]

[I agree! Xiang Yu’s way of distributing fiefs to his vassals was totally unfair, and he’s far too impulsive. Han King, on the other hand, is kind, compassionate, and knows when to compromise]

Liu Bang, the Han King, also had a… small but vocal fanbase.

He was charming and charismatic, yet cunning and pragmatic.

I’d based his character on a combination of Liu Bei’s political acumen and Cao Cao’s ruthless pragmatism from Romance of the Three Kingdoms.

‘There are actually Chinese folktales where the cunning Cao Cao outwits the boorish Xiang Yu.’

But perhaps because his character focused more on survival than overwhelming combat prowess — unlike Xiang Yu, who could simply overpower any opponent — his overall reception on the forum was… lukewarm at best.

✧❅✦❅✧

[└ What? If they’re so salty about the distribution of the fiefs, they should go learn Samadhi True Fire and Qinggong themselves.]

[└ Liu Bang fanboys, where you at?]

[└ Only those who relate to Liu Bang, crying in his shabby house, should like this post]

[└ Han King Liu Bang arrested at his home in Bashu.]

[Honestly, Fan Zeng’s flattery is extremely old-fashioned. Why does he keep insisting on eliminating cowards like Liu Bang or Han Xin, who crawls under other people’s legs? Doesn’t this old man care about his lord’s dignity?]

[└ He’s just an idiot. Even after Xiang Yu wiped out the Qin army at Julu, he still acted up.]

[└ He acts all wise, but I don’t see what’s so wise about him.]


[└ Phantom probably created him to be a crotchety old man that everyone would hate.]

“…Only someone who doesn’t know the ending could make an assessment like that.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“Nothing.”

In a medieval-esque society, personal strength was everything.

So it was only natural that people would be blinded by Xiang Yu’s power and charisma.

His violent temper was reinterpreted as a commanding presence that inspired awe and fear.

His stubborn refusal to listen to advice became a sign of his unwavering resolve.

His arrogance and contempt for his enemies were seen as the justified confidence of an invincible hero.

But it wasn’t just because the protagonist was strong.

‘The first part of <Farewell My Concubine> is basically… an overpowered web novel.’

An overpowered protagonist wreaking havoc, ignoring all rules and conventions? There was no better formula for pure, unadulterated entertainment.

Even I enjoyed those kinds of power fantasy stories — One Punch Man, Sword Art Online, Overlord…

So for these people, who’d never even heard of an overpowered protagonist before… it was only natural for them to see everything from Xiang Yu’s perspective.

“…But now I’m kind of scared to write the second part.”

“Why? Are you worried the prince will get obsessed with it again, like he did with <Admiral Lee>?”

“That’s part of it, you idiot.”

At least Admiral Yi Sun-sin had died a heroic death, defending his country.

Xiang Yu, on the other hand… had basically self-destructed. His own pride and impulsiveness had led to his downfall.

Back on Earth, that was just a historical fact. But in this world, Xiang Yu was a fictional character — my creation.

‘I’ve read enough web novels to know how this goes.’

If a beloved protagonist dies a stupid death… the comment section is going to explode.

And the people obsessed with Xiang Yu in this world were no different from those web novel readers.

So I needed a convincing reason, a rational justification —

I needed a plausible explanation for Xiang Yu’s downfall — something more convincing than ‘Xiang Yu was stupid.’

“……Ah!”

It was then that an idea struck me.

There was a concept in wuxia that perfectly fit Xiang Yu’s actions and his eventual fate.

‘They say accumulating bad karma through repeated killings leads to being gradually blinded by evil energy, right?’

As Xiang Yu’s tyranny and stubbornness intensify towards the latter part of the Chu-Han Contention.

It wouldn’t be a bad idea to subtly connect that behavior to such a premise.

This would not only maintain Xiang Yu’s inherent flaws but also provide a device to help the audience accept the protagonist’s eventual downfall.

✧❅✦❅✧

The popularity of the play <Farewell My Concubine> wasn’t limited to the academy.

Everyone, it seemed, was obsessed with Xiang Yu.

The development of an over-the-top, action-packed wuxia story provided an exhilarating and spicy contrast to the monotonous chivalric literature they were accustomed to.

As a result, various elements of <Farewell My Concubine> began to permeate Imperial society.

“Haha, Brother Thomas! How have you been faring?”

“Brother Marcel! It’s good to see you! You look splendid, I’m glad to see it!”

One significant trend was the martial arts greeting ba quan li as exchanged by the elves in the play.

Clasping their fists while reciting archaic lines became a fashionable gesture.

In churches, workplaces, taverns, and marketplaces alike, everyone, regardless of their status, joyfully mimicked the elves’ greetings.

Some people, after exchanging ba quan li salutes, even went so far as to swear oaths of brotherhood.

Liu Bang and Xiang Yu became sworn brothers under the banner of overthrowing the Qin Dynasty.

It didn’t seem to matter that Liu Bang had been coerced into that alliance… the romantic ideal of the blood oath had captured people’s imaginations.

“Alright, Paul! From today, we are sworn brothers!”

“Of course! Since we’re sworn brothers, I, as the elder brother, shall take the last chicken leg…”

“Get back to Bashu, you fiend—!!”

Simultaneously, an unprecedented horseback riding craze swept through the Empire.

Especially black horses.

The mythical Ochu Horse, reborn from a dragon in the lake, and the hero Xiang Yu who subdued and tamed it with immense strength.

Watching this, the demand for black horses surged dramatically.

This led to a frenzy to obtain black horses around the capital for some time.

Whenever a high-quality horse appeared, the entire merchant caravan would swarm to it.

“That magnificent black stallion! Sell it to me!”

“No, sell it to me! Our caravan will offer a higher price!”

“If we put it up for auction for noble young lords, we’ll definitely make a profit! Even a foal would do, just get me a jet-black horse!”

The black horse craze in this world was reminiscent of the Tulip Mania that had gripped 17th-century Holland.

It was a recreation of the world’s first speculative bubble, triggered by the obsessive flower enthusiasts of 17th-century Holland — where a single tulip bulb could fetch a price ten times higher than a craftsman’s annual salary.

But the most attention-grabbing aspect of <Farewell My Concubine> was, of course, the martial arts.

The meticulous descriptions of cultivating internal qi through meditation, channeling it through meridians, and using it to perform superhuman feats like the Samadhi True Fire and Qinggong…

The capital’s knights and mages were in awe as they watched these scenes.

“No way, isn’t that similar to how we manipulate mana?”

“By the heavens! It seems Phantom, the Hero of the Pen (Candidate), also possesses deep knowledge of magic!”

“Quite a novel idea. Instead of merely supplementing with magic, the warrior directly uses it to enhance combat power? Surely, if realized, the synergy would be exceptional.”

Conceptually, there was nothing special if one thought of the martial arts in the story as magic.

The Samadhi True Fire, for example, was essentially just a variation of fire magic.

But in this world, martial arts and magic had always been seen as distinct, separate disciplines. People specialized in one or the other. The idea of combining the two had never occurred to anyone.

Phantom’s <Farewell My Concubine> had shattered that preconceived notion.

“Couldn’t our Empire’s knights also learn to combine magic and swordsmanship, like Xiang Yu?”

This suggestion was raised at a meeting of the Imperial Council by several generals who’d been deeply impressed by <Farewell My Concubine>.

They presented analyses prepared by mages, highlighting the similarities between the ‘qi’ described in the play and actual magic.

“As Admiral Lee demonstrated, Phantom is a brilliant strategist with a deep understanding of naval warfare. And it’s clear from <Farewell My Concubine> that he also possesses extensive knowledge of magic.”

“Hmm…” Sir William Wenford, the Minister of War, frowned slightly.

Rosalyn Wenford’s father stroked his beard, lost in thought.

He, too, recognized Phantom’s genius.

<Admiral Lee> had paved the way for the Wenford family’s return to political prominence.

<Julius Caesar> Caesar had inspired the Imperial family to adopt Roman customs and traditions.

<Exodus> had reinvigorated the demoralized ranks of the Paladins.

And the philosophical ideas presented in Phantom’s book, <Dialogues>, had left him wondering if there was anything this man couldn’t do.

But this… this request was… different.

“I understand Phantom’s brilliance, but this…”

“Your Excellency, even the younger generation of mages in the Imperial Palace agree with our assessment.”

…The generals were dead serious.

“The way qi is depicted in <Farewell My Concubine>… it requires a deep understanding of mana manipulation to even conceptualize it. Phantom must have conducted extensive research and theoretical analysis before creating those characters. There’s no reason why we can’t also train invincible swordsmen like Xiang Yu.”

“Imagine… a powerful army wielding both magic and swordsmanship! How secure our Empire—our people—would be with such warriors defending them!”

Of course, Phantom didn’t actually possess any knowledge of magic.

He merely copied the ‘qi’ settings from the martial arts stories he had seen in his previous life.

However, those unaware could only marvel at the writer’s knowledge and creativity.

Thus, they began to believe sincerely that by following Phantom’s ideas, producing an invincible hero like Xiang Yu in reality was not impossible.

And that fervent belief was enough to sway even the cautious and level-headed Sir Wenford.

 “…Very well! Sometimes, bold changes are necessary for progress!” Sir Wenford declared, nodding decisively.

“Draft a formal proposal and submit it to His Majesty. Now, what should we call these… new warriors?”

“Hmm… how about… Mana Swordsmen, Your Excellency?”

“Mana Swordsmen! Swordsmen who wield mana! I like it! Hahaha!”

And so, inspired by <Farewell My Concubine>, a new national project was launched in the Holy Empire.

A large-scale military training program known as… [Project Mana Swordsman].

✧❅✦❅✧

Meanwhile, as the citizens of the Empire were enthralled by <Farewell My Concubine>…

A figure appeared in a dark, secluded clearing deep within a forest, far from the bustling heart of the city.

It was a quiet place, shrouded in shadows, the only sounds the rustling of leaves, the hooting of owls, and the gentle murmur of a nearby stream.

“………….”

The Wanderer had recently seen the first part of <Farewell My Concubine>, the play written by the Hero of the Pen candidate.

After making sure she was alone, she drew the sword strapped to her back and pulled down her hood.

Shing—!

Her eyes, cold and sharp, gleamed with a wolfish intensity.

Her hair, as blue as a clear, flowing river, was braided and held in place by a delicate, butterfly-shaped hairpin.

And then, as she lowered her hood, a distinctive feature was revealed—the mark of her mixed heritage.

Her ears, shorter than an elf’s, yet pointier than a human’s, were the undeniable sign of a half-elf.

Her name was Maya.

A wandering half-elf— and a formally nominated candidate for the title of Hero of the Sword.

Translator’s Notes :-
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“Phantom…”

Maya muttered the name of the famed writer as her eyes widened with realization.

‘I thought he was just another insignificant person, but I was mistaken.’

She had come to the capital, intrigued by the news of another Hero candidate emerging in the same generation. And when she’d heard about the wildly popular play, <Farewell My Concubine>, she’d naturally sought it out.

And through this process, Maya had an epiphany.

Phantom, the Hero of the Pen candidate…

You understood, didn’t you?

The only thing that matters in this world… is power. It’s the overwhelming strength that allows one to dominate others.

“………..….”

She sat in deep meditation, her eyes closed, her mind still.

She was well aware of the fervor <Farewell My Concubine> had sparked in the capital.

She’d even heard rumors that young knights and mages were obsessively trying to replicate the martial arts techniques from the play, attempting to manipulate mana like ‘qi’ and create a new profession— the ‘Mana Swordsman.’

“Fools.”

The ‘qi’ displayed by Xiang Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu, had nothing to do with mana.

Maya, having seen <Farewell My Concubine>, had instinctively embarked on a rigorous training regimen, spending days replaying the play’s depiction of ‘cultivating qi’ in her mind, focusing her entire being on her dantian— the qi center located below her navel.

Although she was part elf, Maya had been born and raised in human society—an orphan wandering a world that didn’t quite accept her.

She wasn’t sure if the portrayal of elves in <Farewell My Concubine> was accurate.


As it was just a fictional creation, it was also different in many ways from the teachings of the elf master who once trained her.

“……….….”

But as a Hero candidate who’d spent her entire life honing her swordsmanship, she’d come to a profound realization.

The ‘qi’ depicted in <Farewell My Concubine>… it wasn’t ordinary mana. It was something else… something akin to… the uncoiling of life force itself, accumulated and refined within the body.

And perhaps…

She, Maya, a prodigy of swordsmanship, might be able to replicate it.

As it turned out, her instincts were right.

10 minutes, 30 minutes, 1 hour, 3 hours, 6 hours…

Time blurred as Maya pushed herself to her limits, exploring uncharted territory.

A power she’d never felt before surged within her, coiling and uncoiling, flowing through her meridians, rising upwards.

And then, as all that energy converged at a single point…

KOOOOM—!!

A formidable aura traveled along the blade of Maya’s treasured sword, ‘Eternal Snow (萬年雪).’

While it wasn’t exactly like Xiang Yu’s Samadhi True Fire, the underlying principle was the same.

It was proof that her long-standing stagnation in skill had finally elevated by one level.

Maya observed quietly, lifting her sword to aim at a massive, grotesque rock formation in front of her.

And then…

SLASH—!!

RUMBLE!

In the blink of an eye, the boulder was cleaved in two, crumbling into dust; the boulder, which would’ve chipped even a steel sword, had been sliced in two like a soft cabbage.


“……….…”

Chirp—!

Chirp—!

Chirp—!

The sky in the east had begun to lighten with the first hints of dawn.

Maya sheathed her sword and turned towards the road, heading back to the capital — towards the dense, dark forest that lay just beyond the city walls.

It was a momentous occasion — the birth of the world’s first Sword Aura wielder, inspired by <Farewell My Concubine>.

✧❅✦❅✧

The Darkwood, a vast forest located near the capital of the Holy Empire, was home to a shadowy cartel — a secret organization formed by criminals and outcasts, not unlike the Greenwood gangs of wuxia stories.

The Darkwood had always been notorious for its dense forests and treacherous terrain.

It was the perfect hideout for criminals on the run and those who relished violence and mayhem.

Over time, these outcasts had banded together, growing in strength and influence, until they’d become a formidable criminal organization — one that even the Empire struggled to control.

Hiding within the depths of the forest, they were difficult to root out. And with their vast wealth, they could hire the most skilled mercenaries, acquire exotic weapons from distant lands, and even smuggle in dangerous monsters to bolster their forces.

In reality, they could be compared to the infamous Mexican drug cartel, ‘Los Zetas,’ that once controlled Mexico.

…But this fearsome organization was currently being dismantled… by a single swordsman.

“GAAAH!”

“R-Run!”

“Damn it! Where the hell did that monster come from?!”

Slice! Slash! Shing—!!

Blades flashed, drawing arcs of deadly light.


Fountains of blood erupted, staining the ground crimson.

At the center of this carnage stood a lone half-elf, her sword gleaming like ice.

Crack! Yelp!

Screech!?

The skulls of unleashed war hounds and hyenas — creatures supposedly immune to ordinary weapons — were shattered with devastating ease.

The cartel leaders, panicking as their trusted biological weapons were neutralized, urged their men forward.

“What are you waiting for?! It’s just one person!”

“Kill her! Overwhelm her! Have you forgotten who we are?!”

“We have the numbers! Surround her and attack!”

But sadly for them, numerical superiority meant nothing.

The half-elf, having awakened her true potential, moved with unimaginable speed…

SHING—!!

“What?!”

“S-s-steel… like paper?!”

…And her sword, enhanced with powerful Aura, sliced through the cartel members’ weapons and armor as if they were made of tofu.

With all their weapons destroyed and their monsters slain…

“W-wait! Wait a minute, aaagh—!!”

“S-spare me…!”

…The cartel members were helpless against Maya, whose swordsmanship was simply unmatched. Their annihilation was inevitable.

“Gah… d-damn it! Who are you?! What have we done to you?!”

The burly cartel boss, his men slaughtered around him, shouted in defiance, blood pouring from his wounds.

Maya, the Hero of the Sword candidate, approached him, her steps calm and measured, her sword dripping crimson.

“Does it hurt?”

“Damn you! Of course it hurts! You crazy bitch, aaagh—!!”

Slice—!

“I see… so you do feel pain.”

A flash of blue light, and the boss’s fingers flew through the air, severed cleanly at the knuckles.

“…My parents were killed by members of your cartel.”

Maya’s voice was cold, devoid of emotion, as she watched the cartel boss clutching his mutilated hand and foot, blood spurting from his wounds.

“Right in front of me, when I was just a child. They were… brutal.”

“W-what? B-but I… I never…!”

“They kidnapped me, a half-elf, and tried to sell me in the foreign slave market. But when my parents found out, they were killed for resisting.”

Although it happened over 15 years ago, the trauma of that day still lingered, never forgotten.

If not for the helping hand that arrived in time, Maya would have either died or been sold into slavery.

An unnamed elf swordsman — who would later become her mentor — had stumbled upon the scene and intervened, saving her life.

But while her body had been spared, something within her had… broken.

The emotions a living being should feel… vanished.

She became numb to external stimuli, to the world around her.

And the broken gears within her, spinning aimlessly, had implanted a deep, unshakeable obsession within her.

A craving for power.

A maniacal conviction that only strength — overwhelming, unstoppable strength — could protect her from further loss.

“Just wait! I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I never ordered anything like that! It must’ve been some rogue members acting on their own! I’ll apologize, I’ll do anything! Just please, spare my life…!”

Stab—!

“AAAAAGGGHHHH—!!”

“You didn’t spare my mother.”

Stab—! Slash—!

“Gah… uuughhh…!!”

“You laughed as you trampled over my dying father.”

Crack! Thud! SPLAT—!!

“So why… why should I spare you? Hmm?”

There was no answer.

The cartel boss, writhing in agony, was now nothing more than meat on a butcher’s block. 

But even after reducing the cartel boss to a pulpy mess, Maya couldn’t stop. She continued to hack and slash at the corpse, driven by something more than just vengeance.

“….….”

Finally, when nothing but shredded flesh and bone remained, Maya stopped, staring at her blood-soaked hands in silence.

She had faced bandits and ruffians countless times during her wandering.

As a Hero candidate, she’d fought countless monsters and brought wicked men to justice.

…However, never before had she committed such a massive and ruthless slaughter as today.

And her hands, usually so steady, were trembling.

She hadn’t yet acknowledged it, but the thrill of bloodshed, the sadistic pleasure of carving through living flesh… it had awakened something dark and primal within her.

Suddenly, she remembered an encounter from her travels — an unsettling prophecy delivered by a creepy old witch.

⌠Kiihii, such a pitiful child you are. Born under the shadow of an ill-fated elf mother from the East. Marked by a sinister aura that brings about a storm of blood. A sharp blade, indeed.⌡

An aura that brings about a storm of blood?

Me, a chosen candidate to eliminate the evil in this world.

— End of Chapter —
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⌠But no matter how sharp, a sword is merely a tool. Depending on the purpose wielded, it can become a demonic sword drenched in blood or a holy sword that protects the world.⌡

The old crone had repeated these cryptic words while grinning ominously.

She had read Maya’s palm with her wrinkled hands and delivered a stern warning.

⌠So, if you don’t wish to tread the path of a cruel beast, you should pay attention to the precious bond that will come your way soon. Kihihihit!⌡

The path of a cruel beast?

‘If it means gaining more power… I don’t care what path I have to walk.’

Xiang Yu from Phantom’s play was just like her.

The villainous Qin Dynasty, which had destroyed the six Elven Kingdoms and monopolized power over the world.

Didn’t he cry out in anguish after losing his beloved uncle, Xiang Liang, to their clutches?

But Xiang Yu avenged his uncle with only a single sword.

He’d personally executed those responsible for his uncle’s death, toppled the Qin dynasty, crushed all those who opposed him, and even driven his cowardly rival, Liu Bang, into exile in Bashu.

‘So there’s no need for an old-fashioned teacher like Fan Zeng anymore.’

She thought, looking at Xiang Yu’s strategist and de facto teacher, Fan Zeng.

The old man’s constant nagging — ‘You can’t rule the world with strength alone’ — reminded her of someone else…

Her own mentor, whose sorrowful eyes pleaded with her… ‘You can’t live in this world relying only on strength.’

‘You were wrong. In this world, strength is everything.’

She clutched the Hero candidate’s medallion, concealed beneath her worn robes. It was made of Orichalcum, just like the one Phantom had. Inscribed on it was the motto— ‘Evil must be slain’.


Xiang Yu had possessed strength, and no one had dared to question his decisions.

What could those insignificant 18 vassal kings possibly do, even if he distributed the fiefs unfairly?

What could that weakling Han King say, even when ordered to flee to the desolate region of Bashu?

And it was her own hard-earned strength that had transformed her from a fragile child into the Hero of the Sword candidate.

“I will walk the path of a Hegemon-King, just like Xiang Yu.”

Maya vowed, wiping the dirty blood from her face.

And she would never… ever… lose anything again.

No matter what happens. Never.

✧❅✦❅✧

“Next person, please! Let’s keep this moving!”

The Geloroushina Theater was gearing up for another performance of <Farewell My Concubine> — the play that was all the rage in the capital.

Here, under the management of the theater director Isabella, an open audition was being held.

They were searching for an actress to play Consort Yu, the female lead in the newly completed second part of <Farewell My Concubine> —the script I’d just delivered to the theater.

…And I, Phantom, was also present as one of the audition judges.

‘Historically, Peking (Chinese) opera was an exclusively male domain. Women weren’t allowed to perform.’

But this wasn’t a real Peking opera; it was a fantasy theater production with an opera-like style. In many ways, it resembled Puccini’s <Turandot> or <Madame Butterfly> more than traditional Chinese opera.

So, there was no reason why we couldn’t use female actors.

Honestly, I had no desire to stage a romance with male actors who looked like effeminate pretty boys.

“Yes, thank you. We will notify you of the results later. Ugh…!”

I stretched my stiff joints as I dismissed the 17th participant who had earnestly undergone our evaluation.


Finding a suitable actress for the role of Consort Yu had proven to be quite the challenge, which was why we were holding open auditions, even casting people outside the theater company.

“You know, Phantom, the actress playing Consort Yu needs more than just good acting skills.”

Professor Gaby, who was also on the judging panel, alongside myself and Isabella, spoke. She frowned, her brow furrowing above her eye patch.

“The lead roles in <Farewell My Concubine> require both acting and singing. We need someone who can handle all three— looks, acting, and singing.”

“Of course. I understand, Professor.”

Consort Yu, Xiang Yu’s lover, was actually a relatively minor figure historically.

To avoid distracting from the action-packed narrative of the first part, I’d only briefly mentioned her, saving her proper introduction for the second part, which focused on Xiang Yu’s downfall and his relationship with Consort Yu.

The problem was… finding an actress who could do the role justice was proving to be as difficult as catching a star from the sky.

There were plenty of audition participants with pretty faces. Quite a number had decent acting skills too.

But none of them had… the voice.

“Hmm, at this rate… Professor, why don’t you play Consort Yu? You’re beautiful, and as an elf, you don’t even look your age.”

Isabella, fanning herself with a rather expensive-looking hand fan — a sign of her newly acquired wealth, thanks to <Farewell My Concubine> — made a bold suggestion.

<Farewell My Concubine> was the most popular play ever staged at Geloroushina.

But Professor Gaby, with a chuckle, declined Isabella’s offer.

“As you can see, I’m one-eyed and one-armed. It would be difficult for me, someone with such disabilities, to take on the role of the female lead.”

“Uh… well…”

Isabella fumbled for words, glancing at Professor Gaby’s empty sleeve. She seemed worried that she’d said something insensitive.

Of course, Professor Gaby was far too cool to be offended by such a thing.

“Next! Candidate number 18, please come in!”

The professor called out the next auditionee in her usual cheerful tone.


A young woman entered the theater, her steps hesitant, her gaze downcast.

And then, as she looked up…

“Huh?”

“Hmm?”

Professor Gaby and I both gasped in surprise.

“Is that… Lady Rosalyn Wenford, from the third year?”

“Y-yes! That’s… that’s right, Professor Gaby!”

It was none other than Rosalyn, holding a number 18 tag.

“It’s good to see you,” Professor Gaby said, watching Rosalyn nervously force a smile. “You’ve never taken any of my classes, have you? What brings you to the Geloroushina Theater?”

“Ah, yes! Actually, I came because I wanted to audition for Phantom’s… I wanted to see the audition!”

Her emerald eyes kept darting towards me.

Beads of sweat dotted her forehead, and her breathing was shallow and rapid.

It was evident she had rushed here upon hearing that Phantom would be a judge for the audition.

“U-um… are you… are you really… Phantom?”

“Yes? Yes, I am. Why?”

“Y-you’re… you’re really… Phantom…!!”

Senior Rosalyn trembled as if she were standing naked in the middle of winter, her voice a high-pitched squeal.

“I-I’m… I’m a huge fan! I’ve been following your work ever since <Admiral Lee>!”

“Ah, I see. Thank you, Lady Wenford.”

“U-um… I… I really… h-have something I want to tell you… Our family… because of you… we…”

She was on the verge of hyperventilating.

Her eyes darted around frantically, as if she were under the influence of a confusion spell. Her words tumbled out in a jumbled, incoherent mess.

Professor Gaby stepped in to take control of the situation.

“Alright, that’s enough. I understand, Miss Wenford. Let’s get started. Page 24 of the script. Read the scene where Consort Yu encourages Xiang Yu before he goes into battle.”

“Oh! Y-yes! Page 24, page 24…”

Every movement, every gesture, betrayed her nervousness. It was painful to watch.

It was clear that the presence of the revered writer Phantom was affecting her significantly.

As I’d expected, senior Rosalyn didn’t perform well.

“M-my King… As you depart for the battlefield once more… I… I… I am overcome with… f-fear…”

“Miss Rosalyn? Let’s try to relax a little, shall we? I can tell from your voice that you’re quite capable, once you get over your nerves.”

Professor Gaby spoke softly, like a patient teacher guiding a child.

Senior Rosalyn nodded and tried again, but unfortunately, it wasn’t much better.

“Oh, I am so sorry. I’ll do it again. I… I… I shall pray… fervently… fervently… for your safe return, my King…”

“Sigh… That’s enough.”

Isabella, the theater director, finally stepped in, her expression a mix of frustration and disappointment.

“Lady Wenford, was it? I’m sorry, but this is an audition, not a courtly social gathering. Even if you’re a duke’s daughter, you need to take this seriously.”

“Ugh…”

Her face flushed crimson.

And then…

“I’m… I’m so s-sorry—!!”

She cried out, burying her face in the script, mortified.

“I-I didn’t mean to disrupt the audition! I just… I just really wanted to meet Phantom… I’m truly sorry!”

Oh, poor senior Rosalyn.

I knew she wasn’t a bad actress. The kind, yet bold young woman I knew was nowhere to be seen.

She was overly excited just because Phantom was present, which backfired.

Maybe I should give her an autographed copy of one of my plays to cheer her up?

“Yes, well. I understand.”

Isabella accepted her apology, though with a somewhat uneasy expression, rubbing her temples as if a headache was coming on.

“Anyway, thank you for your time, Lady Wenford. That will be all. Now, let’s move on to the next candidate…”

And that was when…

“Hold on.”

Professor Gaby, who’d been staring intensely at Rosalyn ever since she’d blurted out my name, raised her hand.

“Lady Wenford? Could you please hum a note? Hold it long. Use the C note on the piano.”

“Yes? Ah… ahhhh~!”

“Now raise the note to D.”

“Ah, ah~!”

“One more. E this time.”

“Ahhh~!”

Like a vocal audition, the two repeated the test.

After several more rounds testing her vocal range, a satisfied smile crept across Professor Gaby’s face.

“Phantom? Isabella?”

She turned to us, her voice filled with conviction.

“I think we’ve found our Consort Yu. Miss Wenford will play the role.”

 

— End of Chapter —
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“Here it is, Your Highness. A model sword crafted by the finest artisan to replicate Xiang Yu’s Dragon Heaven Blade.”

“Oh, wonderful! Well done, Bernhardt!”

A spacious room in the lavishly decorated imperial palace.

A black-haired boy received the toy presented by a bear-like subordinate.

Smiling brightly, the boy then spoke in a somewhat serious tone, requesting a status report.

“How is the ongoing Mana Swordsman Training Project? Is it progressing smoothly?”

“Of course, Your Highness. We haven’t perfectly replicated the martial arts from <Farewell My Concubine> yet, but we’ve established the basic concept of a military unit that combines magic and swordsmanship.”

“Good work! And don’t worry about the funding for the project! I, Wolfgang, the Imperial Prince, will persuade Father to continue investing!”

“As you command. I’ll take my leave.”

The burly subordinate excused himself with a polite bow.

Left alone, the black-haired boy, Prince Wolfgang von Clausewitz, picked up the toy with an excited expression.

“Zhang Han, general of the Qin Dynasty! Come forth and receive the Sword of the Hegemon-King!”

This specially made replica, commissioned with all his allowance, was inspired by his obsession with <Farewell My Concubine>.

He was delighted with its meticulous details, identical to Xiang Yu’s sword.

Observing the prince, the Imperial Princess, who’d been reading at a nearby table, reprimanded him.

“Wolfgang, are you skipping your lessons again to play Hegemon-King? Father will be angry if he finds out.”

“Ugh, Sister. Please don’t tell on me…”


“Heehee.”

She smiled gently, looking at her brother’s pleading eyes.

Despite their significant age difference, the two siblings shared a deep bond.

Shortly after Wolfgang’s birth, their mother, the Empress, had passed away from illness. Naturally, Diana, as the elder sister, had taken on the role of Wolfgang’s mother.

And that is why, Wolfgang respected and revered his sister as another parent.

“You like Xiang Yu that much, Wolfgang? To the extent you imitate that elf all day? You weren’t this obsessed when Phantom’s other works came out.”

“Of course! He’s the greatest hero, Sister!”

Wolfgang nodded excitedly in response to Diana’s question.

The 12-year-old boy raised his toy sword, swinging it around as he declared:

“Behold! This is the might that uproots mountains and overturns the world! The valor of the Hegemon-King that challenges all! Who dares to stand in Xiang Yu’s way!”

“Behold” (何如)— Xiang Yu’s catchphrase from <Farewell My Concubine>.

A phrase that perfectly captured his arrogant nature, despite always being at the forefront of battle.

Diana smiled enigmatically, watching her brother impersonate his hero with such gusto.

“Well, I’m not so sure, Sister. Do you really think Xiang Yu will be the final victor?”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“What do I mean? We both know Phantom’s work, don’t we?”

Flip!

The princess turned the page, accompanying her rebuke with a gesture.

It was a first edition of <Dialogue>, which she’d read countless times since its publication.

Diana, her gaze lingering on the inscription “Know Thyself” on the cover, added quietly—


“Every human action is driven by motivation, Wolfgang. Everyone carves their own path in the world with their own unique reasons.”

The same was true for all the “heroic” protagonists in Phantom’s plays.

Admiral Lee’s driving force was his noble loyalty and unwavering belief in serving his country and its people.

Caesar’s driving force was his personal ambition and sense of noblesse oblige.

Moses’ driving force was his unwavering faith and duty to save his people.

“But what about Xiang Yu? What motivates him?”

“Uh, um… a sense of justice?”

“Rage. And vengeance, Wolfgang.”

Rage against the Qin Dynasty who stole his homeland, vengeance against the enemies who murdered his uncle Xiang Liang, and the blade aimed at those who dared to defy him — that was the most crucial difference between Xiang Yu and all the previous protagonists.

And to Diana, this difference didn’t feel like a mere coincidence.

“Xiang Yu will never be the ultimate victor, Wolfgang. His own nature will be his undoing, leading him to commit grave mistakes and collapse under his own weight.”

“N-Nonsense! Xiang Yu cannot be defeated! He’s an unparalleled hero who brought a million soldiers to their knees!”

“Oh? Then how about we make a bet? The premiere date for the second part has just been announced.”

Diana rested her chin on her hand, watching her brother’s outburst with amusement.

She glanced at his collection, proposing—

“If Xiang Yu wins, I’ll give you the most precious items from my collection. But if he loses, I get to take some of yours. What do you say?”

Both Wolfgang and Diana had inherited a collector’s instinct.

After becoming avid fans of Phantom, they’d eagerly amassed related collectibles.

This inevitably led to competition between them for unique items.

Wolfgang, his face brimming with confidence, responded—


“Oh my! So you’re a Liu Bang supporter, Sister? Fine! Let’s make a bet! Don’t come crying to me when you regret it!”

“Heehee, alright, alright.”

And so, Prince Wolfgang, believing in the rise of the Xiang Yu coin, invested all in.

…Unaware of the impending crash looming in the future.

✧❅✦❅✧

A few days later…

The performance of the first part of <Farewell My Concubine> in Geloroushina was halted , and a poster for the second part was put up in its place.

Like before, it was a captivating watercolor painting featuring the hero, Xiang Yu.

However, the catchphrase for the play had changed completely.

While the first part’s catchphrase had been ‘Unparalleled Heroism, Strength to Uproot Mountains, Might to Shake the World’…

…The second part’s catchphrase was ‘Masangdeukji Masangchiji’.

“One can conquer the world from horseback, but one cannot rule the world from horseback?”

A man tilted his head, puzzled, as he read the translation below the Elvish script.

“What does that even mean? It’s cryptic, like a riddle.”

“Eh, we’ll find out once we’re inside. Let’s hurry in, I’m curious to see what happens to Xiang Yu.”

The audience entered the theater, murmuring among themselves.

They chatted excitedly, eager to witness Xiang Yu’s legendary feats once again.

…And behind the curtain, Rosalyn gulped nervously, eavesdropping on their conversations.

“Are you nervous, Rosalyn?”

“Mmm, a little.”

Senior Rosalyn turned to me, flashing a shy smile. I was dressed as Xiang Yu.

She was wearing the costume of Consort Yu, the other main character in the second part.

Perhaps it was because Consort Yu’s character design had been heavily based on Rosalyn… but the delicate, elegant costume suited her surprisingly well.

It felt as if the real Consort Yu, a legendary beauty from history, was standing before me, not just my senior.

“But it’s okay. We’ve practiced a lot.”

“……….…”

She said it was okay, but I could tell she was still nervous. It was her first time on stage.

I’d gone through a similar phase when I’d impulsively accepted the role of Xiang Yu, tempted by the promise of an A+ grade.

So, I reached out and took her hand.

“Hm? Balthazar?”

“Just stay still for a moment.”

“Eep?!”

Rosalyn flinched, her shoulders tensing. A healthy flush spread across her cheeks, turning them cherry red.

…Of course, I wasn’t doing anything inappropriate.

I was simply applying pressure to certain points on her palm to relieve her nerve tension.

After a while…

“How do you feel? Is the stiffness gone?”

“…Yes, I feel much better. Where did you learn such a useful technique, Balthazar?”

“Oh, well… my family has a martial arts background. It’s a sort of first-aid technique my father taught me.”

“First-aid? Balthazar, you know so many interesting things!”

That was a lie. It was just acupressure, something I’d picked up as a Korean familiar with traditional medicine.

I’d learned it for fun, but it turned out to be surprisingly useful.

“Well, you’ve always been very knowledgeable. You know so many obscure facts and have unique perspectives that other people don’t.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Sometimes, it’s like you’re not from this world. Like you wandered in from some completely different realm.”

Gulp.

Senior Rosalyn’s words were casual, but for a moment, I nearly flinched.

After all, my inner self was a blend of Ha Eun-seong from my past life and Balthazar from my current life.

“Does it make you uncomfortable, then? Because I come off as a bit strange?”

Rosalyn shook her head at my teasing question.

Her lips curved into a gentle, beautiful crescent moon smile.

“Not at all. In fact, it makes you more intriguing. I’m genuinely glad to be with someone like you, Balthazar.”

“I-Is that so?”

Man, even if she doesn’t mean anything by it, it’s a bit embarrassing.

Oh, Rosalyn… so innocent and pure. It was endearing, but she was completely oblivious to her captivating beauty.

Just then, the stage manager’s call came from the side.

“Alright, we’re starting the performance! When I count down from ten, rip through the poster and run out!”

In response, I extended my hand as if escorting her.

“Shall we go, my Yu Ji?”

“Heehee, yes.”

Matching my gesture, senior Rosalyn radiated a smile as bright as a summer rose’s bloom.

Her emerald eyes glittered as she looked at me, and she answered sweetly.

“Let’s go, my Hegemon-King.”

As we prepared to step out together like a pair of lovers,

“Oh, by the way, did you receive the revised script notes, senior?”

“Revised script notes? Yeah, I got it. Why?”

“Oh, no reason.”

…But did she really get it? She didn’t seem to know what I was talking about.

The script for the second part had undergone several minor revisions for greater impact.

The core plot remained unchanged, but the direction and romance elements were constantly refined.

After the final rehearsal, just before the opening, there was one last-minute revision…but Rosalyn had been meeting with her father and had missed the discussion.

And, crucially, the scene involving Xiang Yu and Yu Ji that was added…

“Um, senior? Are you sure you got the revised script notes? There was one more—”

“Three, two, one! Start now! Actors, get in position!”

But there was no time to ask further.

The grand music began, and the curtain rose on the second part of <Farewell My Concubine>.

✧❅✦❅✧

Boom boom boom—!!

[Against the crashing waves, the boiling blood in my chest burns hotter than the crimson sun~♬]

[Iron-like courage, steel-like bones, grand ambitions in my chest, eyes shining across a thousand miles~♫]

The theme song of <Farewell My Concubine> played, performed by the Elven acrobatic troupe before the start of the performance.

The audience hummed along to the upbeat melody, bursting into laughter.

This was because, during the first part of <Farewell My Concubine>, the ‘protagonist’ would make a majestic entrance by tearing through the central painting in tandem with the music.

“Haha, it’s finally starting!”

“Come on out, Xiang Yu! Show us your amazing martial arts again!”

The audience cheered, eagerly anticipating the appearance of the Hegemon-King of Western Chu.

And as if in response to their calls, someone ripped through the watercolor painting and leaped onto the stage.

…But it wasn’t Xiang Yu.

[Hahaha! Did you all expect Xiang Yu to make an appearance?]

The son of the Red Emperor, clad in a crimson uniform and mantle.

Liu Bang, Xiang Yu’s arch-rival, appeared, wearing a smug grin.

[Hegemon-King of Western Chu! Surely you haven’t forgotten your sworn brother, Elder Liu Bang, have you?]

Shing!

The actor playing Liu Bang drew his sword, slicing through a giant white serpent.

[Rising from the humiliation of the Feast at Hong Gate, King Liu Bang has returned! Let us contend for the hegemony of the realm once more, hahaha!]

✧❅✦❅✧

Liu Bang of Han made a dramatic comeback to vie for the world, his momentum unmatched at the outset.

However, despite his initial vigor, his achievements were less than impressive.

A vast number of troops dissatisfied with Xiang Yu flocked to Liu Bang’s side.

They managed to temporarily seize the capital of Chu, Pengcheng, using the overwhelming numbers of the coalition force…

…only to be shattered to pieces by a mere detachment led by a returning Xiang Yu.

[Liu Bang! You dare to challenge me—!!]

Xiang Yu’s roars filled the battlefield as he cut down Lord Sima Ang of Yin and Lord Xin of Hainan one after another.

The Battle of Pengcheng shocked the world as Xiang Yu decimated an enemy force of 560,000 with a mere 30,000 of his own troops.

A battle that defied all common sense and military strategy… marked the opening of the second part of <Farewell My Concubine>.

“Hahaha! I knew it! Run away, coward Liu Bang!”

“The outcome was obvious from the start! How could a mere king like him challenge the Hegemon-King?”

“Chase him down and crush him, Xiang Yu! Show him the consequences of defying the Hegemon-King!”

Liu Bang fled, abandoning his family, subordinates, and everything else.

The majority of the audience roared with laughter at his pathetic display.

Meanwhile, the few fans of Liu Bang swallowed their tears and cried out in despair.

“Ugh, King Liu Bang! I thought he’d accomplish something after that impressive entrance…!”

“Aaargh! What was that?! I had high hopes! Author Phantom, please buff King Liu Bang—!!”

Regardless, the Battle of Pengcheng ended in a decisive victory for Xiang Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu.

Out of the 560,000, a total of 100,000 died in the fierce battle, and 200,000 were taken prisoner by Chu’s forces.

Seeing this overwhelming victory, the audience was convinced that Xiang Yu would dominantly seize the world just as he did in the first part.

…But then, the story took an unexpected turn.

[I’ve fought day and night to annihilate the wicked Qin and restore the ancient order of the World Tree. And you dare to rebel against this Hegemon-King, deceived by Liu Bang’s silver tongue?]

Xiang Yu, seated on the golden throne of Chu, attired in dragon scale armor and wielding the Dragon Heaven Sword, attended to state affairs.

Furrowing his brow with his characteristic arrogance, he suddenly issued an unimaginable decree — an event that had been briefly omitted in the first part by Phantom’s creative discretion, the infamous Massacre of Xin’an.

He commanded, verbatim—

[General Long Zhe. Bury all 200,000 allied prisoners alive. There will be no mercy for those who disrupt Xiang Yu’s order.]

“What, what, what, what did you just say?!”

“B-Bury the prisoners alive? All 200,000 of them?!”

The audience was aghast at the Hegemon-King’s command, their eyes wide, voices stumbling.

Of course, the slaughtering of prisoners was not unheard of in the medieval fantasy context of this world.

In an era where human rights consciousness was relatively lacking, and the value of a person’s life was perceived as low, such brutal acts were not uncommon.

But even so… ordering the live burial of 200,000 innocent soldiers was an act that defied all reason.

Even the characters in <Farewell My Concubine> agreed.

[Hegemon-King! Please reconsider! You cannot commit such a heinous crime—!!]

Fan Zeng, Xiang Yu’s lord and mentor, clung to his robes, pleading with a horrified expression.

[We rose up in arms to destroy the evil of the Qin and save the people! If you kill them all, everything we’ve accomplished will be for naught! This is not befitting of the Hegemon-King!]

[Let go, Uncle! What do you mean, not befitting of me?!]

But Xiang Yu brushed off his mentor’s plea, as if annoyed.

Then, he turned to the audience, his face contorted with rage, and bellowed—

[I crushed my enemies with my sword and established peace centered around Chu! So, I will respond to those who dare to defy the natural order with my sword as well!]

[Hegemon-King! This is too much! Perhaps for King Liu Bang and his generals, but these are innocent soldiers!]

[Innocent soldiers? Don’t make me laugh! Those who oppose Xiang Yu’s order are no different from the Qin, they are evil! This is the most befitting decision for me, so say no more, Uncle!]

The atmosphere of the play had shifted 180 degrees.

The audience, unable to keep up with the sudden change, were dumbfounded.

In front of them, the actor playing Fan Zeng recited a monologue, filled with dismay—

[Alas! It’s the Heart Demon! Oh, foolish Fan Zeng! How could I have missed the Hegemon-King falling into the Slaughter Calamity?!]

“H-Heart Demon? Slaughter Calamity?”

“What? What are those?”

[The Heart Demon and the Slaughter Calamity! What are they?!]

The narrator appeared, explaining the martial arts concepts to the confused audience.

The Heart Demon was a manifestation of the darkness deep within the heart, gaining immense power.

The Slaughter Calamity was the accumulation of cruel karma through indiscriminate killing, leading to increasingly ruthless and evil acts.

The audience’s faces turned pale as they listened.

“S-So, you’re saying…”

“…He’s become corrupted without even realizing it, because he relied too much on violence?”

Tales of heroes succumbing to the devil’s temptations and falling from grace were common in this world, similar to Christian narratives.

The audience could easily grasp the metaphorical meaning of the situation.

Xiang Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu, who had appeared as a hero vanquishing the demonic Qin in the first part…

…Had now transformed into a tyrant, no different from Qin Shi Huang, in the second part.

— End of Chapter —
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[What, what did you say? The Hegemon-King massacred all 200,000 prisoners?!]

The elves of the world were aghast at Xiang Yu’s atrocity.

The Massacre of Xin’an, where Qin soldiers were killed, was bad enough.

However, this act of slaughtering the assembled soldiers from the six states was far more heinous.

And to make matters worse, he committed an even greater sacrilege.

[A red flower, symbolizing King Liu Bang, has bloomed on a branch of the World Tree?]

[ I-It’s true! Rumors are spreading throughout the land! The World Tree has chosen King Liu Bang, not the Hegemon-King, as the rightful ruler!]

The World Tree… a sacred tree that elves had revered and nurtured since ancient times.

Interpreting the omens by observing the blooming flowers on its branches was a centuries-old tradition.

And now, the news that a red flower, symbolizing Liu Bang, had bloomed on its branch spread…

[World Tree! It was I, , the Hegemon-King, who saved the world from the tyranny of Qin and restored order! How could you forget my benevolence and bloom a flower for that thankless, treacherous Liu Bang?!]

Enraged, he committed an unforgivable betrayal, unimaginable by elf standards.

[King Qing! Cut down that accursed branch immediately and set the World Tree ablaze! I, Xiang Yu, will not tolerate anyone who defies me!]

“What?! He’s burning the World Tree?!”

“I-Is that even allowed? Isn’t it a sacred tree to elves?”

“Uh, don’t ask me! I don’t know!”

The audience was in an uproar, their voices raised in confusion.


This command was another adapted result of Xiang Yu’s atrocities, which had been briefly omitted in the first part.

It was a metaphorical representation of him losing both legitimacy and popular support after killing his lord, King Huai of Chu, and beheading King Ziyue of Qin.

And as the situation escalated, the majority of the powers, excluding Chu, began to turn against Xiang Yu.

[Hegemon-King, you’re despicable! You never recognized my achievements in Pengcheng, and now you expect me to be loyal to you?]

[What? You’re the one who ordered the burning of the World Tree, and now you’re trying to shift all the blame onto King Qing? I’d rather join forces with King Liu Bang! ]

[Aaargh, Xiang Yu! You dared to kill my mother! Wang Ling will never forgive you as long as I live!]

The discontented Peng Yue, dissatisfied with his rewards, severed the rear supply lines of Chu.

King Qing, fearing reprisals after his falling out with Xiang Yu, betrayed him and joined Liu Bang.

And Wang Ling, a filial son who’d lost his aging mother due to Xiang Yu’s actions, vowed revenge, risking his life to fight.

As if things couldn’t get any worse, Liu Bang’s subordinate, the unmatched strategist Han Xin, started pacifying one region after another in Hebei, tightening the noose around Xiang Yu.

[Hahaha, Xiang Yu! While King Han may fall short in many ways, how can you ever hope to defeat him when you neither value wise generals nor recognize their achievements! Truly, yours is the bravery of a mere warrior and the benevolence of a woman!]

“No, this can’t be! Uncle Fan Zeng was right all along!”

“To think that Han Xin, who once crawled under others’ cuffs, turned out to be such a genius!”

“To have ignored Fan Zeng’s wise counsel and be driven to such a dire state…!”

The audience sighed as they watched Xiang Yu’s increasingly isolated predicament; they, who had exalted the Hegemon-King and dismissed Fan Zeng, now realized the accuracy of his foresight.

“No, there’s still time! He can just start listening to Uncle Fan Zeng’s advice now, right?”

“O-Of course! It’s not too late! Everything he’s done so far was because of the Heart Demon and Slaughter Calamity, wasn’t it?”

“Xiang Yu is still an invincible swordsman! If Fan Zeng guides him in the right direction, he can overcome his corruption and win again!”

Despite his self-inflicted corruption, Xiang Yu was still the hero everyone admired and rooted for from the first part.

Perhaps it was due to the inherent tendency of cultural consumers to be exceedingly forgiving of the misdeeds of characters they’ve grown attached to…


The audience, unwilling to abandon Xiang Yu, clung to a glimmer of hope. They believed the Hegemon-King of Western Chu could regain his senses, conquer his Heart Demon, and reclaim his former glory.

But even this hope was in vain.

Consumed by the Slaughter Calamity, Xiang Yu continued to disregard Fan Zeng’s advice, seeking to solve everything with violence, fear, and massacre.

[Kill anyone who collaborated with King Liu Bang, leave no one alive! Destroy their castles and burn their cities to set an example!]

“Aaargh, Xiang Yu! No! Don’t do this!”

“Listen to Fan Zeng, please! We were wrong!”

“Mindless slaughter isn’t the answer! With things this messed up, stop being so stubborn, you blockhead!”

The audience cried out in anguish.

The arrogance that had seemed admirable in the first part had finally become his undoing.

His habit of resolving everything with violence, combined with the Heart Demon, had blinded and deafened him.

And finally, Xiang Yu crossed the point of no return.

Deceived by Liu Bang’s counterintelligence strategy, he began to suspect Fan Zeng of colluding with King Liu Bang, treating him with disrespect.

…And watching his pupil, blinded by his own stubbornness and foolishness, blatantly blame his mentor for the consequences…

[The fate of the world is already decided. This useless old man wishes to return to a simple life as a commoner.]

Overwhelmed by humiliation and disillusionment, Fan Zeng resigned from his position as chief counselor and chose to retire to his hometown.

“Oh no! Xiang Yu, you fool!”

“What are you doing, Xiang Yu?! That’s just Han’s trickery! Even a child wouldn’t fall for it!”

“Apologize right now! Are you going to let Fan Zeng go like that? He’s your mentor!”

But Xiang Yu, who had seized the world with his youthful vigor, refused to swallow his pride. In the end, Fan Zeng, Xiang Yu’s strategist and mentor, died of illness on his way home.

In the original historical account, Fan Zeng died with regret, lamenting the futility of his efforts.


However, Phantom’s <Farewell My Concubine> presented a stark contrast.

To emphasize the irony of Xiang Yu’s narrative, he’d deliberately reversed the direction.

[O’ Heaven, please forgive the Hegemon-King’s sins.]

Sensing his approaching death, Fan Zeng composed himself and performed a final ritual.

With a pious attitude, he prayed for his disciple’s well-being and fortune to the very end.

[To fail to guide a youth to the righteous path is the fault of the elder.]

[The path of Chu’s ruin is all due to my failure to teach the Hegemon-King properly.]

[If there must be punishment, let it fall upon me alone. Do not blame the Hegemon-King who merely had the misfortune of having a poor teacher.]

“Oh, Uncle Fan Zeng…!”

“H-He’s worried about his disciple’s safety until the very end…!”

The audience wept, moved, as they watched Fan Zeng’s serene final moments.

Even the students who had once mocked him as a senile, outdated fool now sobbed into their handkerchiefs.

[Oh, how foolish I’ve been! Fan Zeng! Uncle Fan Zeng-!!]

And for a moment, even Xiang Yu, consumed by the Heart Demon, briefly regained his senses and showed remorse.

[I was wrong! It was my fault, my fault as your unworthy disciple! Please open your eyes! Uncle! Unnncle—!!]

“Waaah, Xiang Yu, you idiot! Why didn’t you do that sooner?!”

“See? What’s the point of regretting it now?!”

Scorn was heaped upon Xiang Yu as he wept before Fan Zeng’s coffin.

Thus, having lost his only strategist, the Chu army was driven further into a corner.

The Chu army lost battle after battle when the Hegemon-King was not present, and even when Xiang Yu won, the overall tide of war turned against him.

Slowly but surely, Xiang Yu’s forces disintegrated, and people began leaving him one after another.

But there was one woman who never abandoned him, no matter the circumstances.

Consort Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu’s beloved.

[Dawn, don’t come~ Let the foolish lovers overcome this calamity, Let the crimson sun not dare to separate them, Night, don’t leave~♫]

Beside Xiang Yu, Consort Yu played the pipa, singing “Don’t Let Dawn Come”, the theme song from the 1987 film A Chinese Ghost Story.

The audience was entranced by Rosalyn’s emotive voice, everyone straining to catch every note.

“Wow… she’s a really good singer.”

“Who is she? She’s so beautiful. Like an angel descended from heaven.”

“Man, I’m jealous of Xiang Yu. I wish I had a delicate, beautiful girlfriend like that instead of my tomboy.”

“Heehee, saying that with your girlfriend right next to you is basically asking to be murdered, isn’t it?”

“Ack! J-Just kidding! It was a joke, Julian! Stop pinching me!”

Rosalyn’s inherent pure beauty, her exquisite makeup, the acting and singing prowess she honed over days of practice, and her delicate dance moves performed stunningly.

Amidst blossoming flowers and silken drapes, the lovers held hands tightly, harmoniously blending song and prose as they confessed their love for each other.

[With my beloved husband, I raise my cup. Shall we drink and let our hearts guide us through the night?]

[I have sworn to spend my life with you; the red string of fate that binds us will never break.]

Their relationship, portrayed through beautiful and sophisticated staging, seemed like a match made in heaven.

But even this love, which seemed unbreakable in the face of adversity, was approaching its tragic fate.

Toot, toot~♪

Ting! Ding ding~♫

[Ah, that melody !]

[The song of our homeland! The song of Chu!]

[Sob, Mother! I miss Mother back home…!]

The Hegemon-King’s army, completely surrounded at Gaixia, faced the legendary “Chu song from all sides ”.

In this hopeless situation, Xiang Yu and Consort Yu sang together:

[My strength plucked up the hills ~♫]

[My might shadowed the world ~♫]

[But the times were against me ~♫]

[And Wu zhui runs no more ~♫]

[When Wu zhui runs no more ~♫]

[What then can I do? ~♫]

[Ah, Yu, my Yu ~♫]

[What will your fate be? ~♫]

[Han has taken all under heaven~ ♪]

[The only sound is the song of Chu~ ♫]

[The King’s spirit is broken~♩]

[What use is there for this lowly consort to live~♬]

{T/N- Wū zhuī is the name of Xiang Yu’s warhorse Zhui and Yu refers to Consort Yu}

Following the original tale, Yu Ji’s fate would have been to take her own life with a sword here.

But considering the sensibilities of the Heavenly Church, which sees suicide as a sin, Phantom altered the narrative slightly.

Slash!

[Yu Ji? What are you doing?!]

[I love you. I love you, my Hegemon-King.]

Yu Ji drew a small blade and cut her palm, letting blood flow.

In the context of the play, Yu Ji was a priestess who once worshipped the deities of a secluded shrine.

She had originally intended to live a life cut off from the mundane world, researching mystical arts. But she gave up all of that single-mindedly to be with Xiang Yu.

[Farewell, my Hegemon-King. Please, never forget.]

She murmured, chanting a spell she’d learned as a shamaness, her eyes filled with tears, a sad smile gracing her lips.

[That you were never alone. That there was always someone who truly cared for you.]

Whoosh—!!

A red glow that had been slowly emanating from Xiang Yu suddenly enveloped Yu Ji.

And in the next instant, she collapsed in his arms, taking her last breath.

The dark mana of the Heart Demon, which had been clouding Xiang Yu’s judgment…

Consort Yu had absorbed it all with her shamanic powers, sacrificing her own life to save her beloved’s soul.

[Ah, Yu Ji. My dear Yu Ji… I’m sorry. And I love you…]

“No!”

“Not Consort Yu, too! First Uncle Fan Zeng, and now Consort Yu! Sob, sob!”

Xiang Yu, overwhelmed with grief, pretended to kiss Consort Yu’s lifeless body.

The tragic kiss scene, obscured by his sleeve, caused another wave of tears to flood the already emotional audience.

…Perhaps that was why the people in the audience didn’t notice…

[Mmmph? Mmm, mmmph?!]

Consort Yu, who was supposed to have died saving the Hegemon-King…

Her shoulders twitched, and muffled moans escaped her lips, a look of confusion on her face.

✧❅✦❅✧

The 30-minute intermission arrived, following Consort Yu’s death.

The audience, blindsided by the unexpectedly sorrowful turn of events, couldn’t shake off the shock.

“Waaah! Xiang Yu, you stupid idiot!”

“Why did you stubbornly ignore Fan Zeng’s advice ?! If you hadn’t, Consort Yu wouldn’t have died!”

“Sob, sob! Mommy! Grandpa Fan Zeng and Sister Consort Yu are dead!”

Though many aspects didn’t always align perfectly, Fan Zeng’s loyal mentorship had been an established part of the story.

Consort Yu, who appeared for the first time in the second part, had shared a sweet romance with the Hegemon-King throughout the performance.

Who could’ve predicted that both would die due to Xiang Yu’s mistakes, a man who had seemed invincible ?

…However, not everyone was simply wallowing in sorrow.

“Sob, sob! Hey, you know what the most frustrating thing is?”

An academy girl, sniffing and weeping, spoke to her friend.

Blowing her nose, she said in a somewhat angry voice,

“It’s so, so sad and heart-wrenching… and that makes it even more enjoyable!”

“M-Me too! I’m angry, I want to cry, it’s so frustrating… but that just makes me want to see more!”

“Agh, it’s exasperating! Why does the anger make my heart race at the same time?!”

In fact, these feelings were not exclusive to just those two. Most of the audience shared a similar sentiment.

Despite the frustrating progression, often likened to choking on a sweet potato,

…the narrative was so well-crafted that it inadvertently awakened an appreciation for the capsicum-like allure of misfortune.

The bitter regret of the wrongdoer was both pitiful and satisfying.

…and the contrived bleakness offered a melancholic yet oddly gratifying masochistic pleasure.

“Grr, I can’t stand it! I want to see Xiang Yu kneel and beg Fan Zeng’s feet for forgiveness!”

“Yeah! And then Fan Zeng would just ignore him, pretending he doesn’t exist! And then, when his anger subsides, he’d slowly forgive…!”

“Why forgive him? It would be more satisfying if he never forgave him! Xiang Yu would beat his chest in regret as Fan Zeng turns his back and leaves! Khehehe!”

“Teacher and pupil is a good dynamic, but wouldn’t it be more fun to apply this to a romance like Xiang Yu and Consort Yu’s? Imagine how satisfying it would be to see cheaters and betrayers get dumped and regret their actions, bawling their eyes out.”

“Oh! That’s a good idea! I bet you could whip up an entire novel just from that concept!”

Although far from what Phantom intended, those who watched <Farewell My Concubine> that day inadvertently discovered a new genre.

…One that tasted like the fiery burn of buldak bokkeum myeon—tragedy and regret mixed.

— End of Chapter —

 

⚘ ⚘ ⚘

If you liked the novel, do not forget to rate and review the novel on ⟿ NovelUpdates.

Also, if you cannot wait to see what lies ahead in the story, curious about what to unfold, I have added some ⟿ advanced chapters on the site.
I Became A Playwright In Medieval Fantasy - Chapter 36

				
✦  Chapter 36 – Xiang Yu (7)  ✦

「Translator – Creator」

𒋝𒋝𒋝𒋝𒋝



[…Eight years have passed since I first raised my army.]

Thirty minutes later, the second half of <Farewell My Concubine> resumed smoothly.

Xiang Yu, relentlessly pursued by Liu Bang, had reached Dongcheng and began his speech.

The Chu army, caught in the encirclement strategy, had been reduced to a mere 800 men.

After falling for the trap of ‘Besieged on All Sides,’ he was left with only 800 soldiers from the Chu army. And with constant pursuit by the Han army, the number dwindled further to a mere 28 soldiers.

[In that time, I have personally fought in 70 battles, slaying all who stood in my path. Every city I attacked fell, and I have conquered the world without a single defeat.]

…Yet, even in this dire situation, the mighty Xiang Yu remained the mighty Xiang Yu.

[Hahaha, Liu Bang! Heaven? Did you say Heaven punished me, finding my tyranny unbearable?]

Xiang Yu laughed heartily, gazing at the Han army swarming towards him like storm clouds.

Thanks to Consort Yu’s sacrifice, he had overcome his inner demons; his eyes were now free from worry. Instead, they held only a sense of emptiness, as if he had come to a profound realization.

[…Yes! You are right! My desperate situation today is not because I lack skill in battle, but because Heaven has forsaken me!]

He looked upon the 28 soldiers who had remained loyal to the very end.

The young hero, who once ruled the world with his sword, made a solemn vow, “[I swear I will return you all to our homeland, Jiangdong! I will display the pinnacle of martial arts, honed over a lifetime, for your sake!]”

“The pinnacle of martial arts, honed over a lifetime?”

“But he only has 28 men left! How can he possibly overcome this?”

“Exactly. Even his trance state and movement techniques won’t be enough.”

The audience watched with apprehension at his seemingly unrealistic declaration.


Despite his fall from grace, Xiang Yu was the protagonist of this web novel-style story, a character the audience had become invested in and cheered for. They all wished for him to overcome this obstacle and reclaim his former glory.

*Shing! Swoosh!*

In front of the tense audience, Xiang Yu drew two more swords.

According to Chinese legend, Xiang Yu possessed three legendary swords during his lifetime: the Longquan Sword, the Taia Sword, and the Gongbu Sword.

According to the Chinese chronicle, Yuejueshu, Xiang Yu possessed three renowned swords in his lifetime.

They were the Longquan (Dragon Heaven Blade), the Tai’a (Great Harmony) Sword, and the Gongbu (Artisan’s Cloth) Sword.

And in the next moment, astonished gasps and cheers erupted from the crowd.

“What?!”

“Wait, what’s happening?”

“The, the swords?!”

Despite being cornered, Xiang Yu’s personal martial prowess had been growing steadily. He had finally achieved the realm of shenjian-heyi (unity of body and sword), becoming one with his swords.

This was the peak level of a martial artist, often referred to as a supreme master in wuxia tales.

Ironically, just when everything had become irretrievable, he reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship attainable only by the greatest of swordsmen.

Having achieved shenjian heyi, mastering the flow of internal qi, he was now capable of performing unimaginable, transcendental feats.

[Sword Control Technique—!!]

*Fwoosh—!!*

*Whoosh! Whizz—!!*

The Tai’a and Gongbu, unlike the Longquan wielded by Xiang Yu himself, began to soar freely through the air, decimating the Han army on their own.

[Aaagh! Retreat! Retreat!]

[The swords! The swords are flying on their own!]


[Xiang Yu! That man is a monster among monsters!]

[Behold—!! I will take the enemy general’s head for you all—!!!]

Xiang Yu roared, charging toward the terrified Han army, his voice like a thunderclap.

The Hegemon-King of Western Chu, a ferocious beast, attacked alongside the flying swords, scattering the enemy ranks. Having slain the enemy general in a single strike, Xiang Yu raised his Dragon Heaven Blade and asked, “[Do you see? Witness the might of this Hegemon-King —!!]”

The answer came not from the extras, but from the audience instead.

“Woohoo! Xiang Yu! Xiang Yu! Xiang Yu!”

“The strength to move mountains! The energy to engulf the world!”

“Even in defeat, a hero remains a hero-!!”

In modern wuxia, where power creep was rampant, sword control techniques were relatively overlooked. However, for the people of this world, unfamiliar with the wuxia genre, it was a dazzling and awe-inspiring display.

“Xiang Yu! Xiang Yu! Xiang Yu! Xiang Yu!”

Seeing is believing, as they say. The audience’s spirits, which had dampened with the bleak outlook, soared once more.

*Slash, swoosh—!!*

Xiang Yu and his 28 remaining soldiers relentlessly cut through the Han forces.

After nine skirmishes, the Han army had lost nine generals and nearly 1,000 soldiers, while the Chu army had suffered only two casualties.

…And finally, they reached the Wu River, the boundary between the Central Plains and Jiangdong.

[Hegemon-King! Return to Jiangdong and bide your time!]

[That’s right! If we burn all the ships after crossing the Wu River, the Han army won’t be able to pursue us!]

[The Hegemon-King is a hero ordained by Heaven! If you gather your strength and rise again, we can surely defeat Liu Bang!]

Emboldened by their leaders’ supernatural martial display, the soldiers urged him to fight once more. The audience echoed their sentiments, cheering ardently.

“That’s right! Don’t give up, Hegemon-King of Western Chu!”


“It’s not over yet! Return to your homeland and rebuild your strength!”

“You’ve regained your senses thanks to Consort Yu. Reflect on your mistakes and fight anew!”

[…No, I cannot.]

However, Xiang Yu only shook his head slowly.

Turning to the audience, Balthazar, playing the role of the Hegemon-King, spoke in a bitter voice.

[Of the 8,000 sons of Jiangdong who raised their arms with me, only 26 remain. How can I return home and face our people with such disgrace?]

“What? No way! The soldiers are okay with it, so why don’t you start over in your homeland?”

“You just mastered the sword control technique! Don’t give up and fight Liu Bang again!”

The romantic yet rash decision of the Hegemon-King stirred the audience, who began shouting their support.

But Xiang Yu’s mind was made up.

[If I return to Jiangdong, our homeland will be engulfed in war! Today, I will fulfill my destiny by sending you all back home!]

[H-Hegemon-King! But…]

[Silence! Do you dare defy my command? Board the boats immediately! I, Xiang Yu, will hold back the Han forces!]

[Sob, Hegemon-King!]

The 26 surviving soldiers finally boarded the boats and crossed the Wu River.

Along with Wu zhui, the finest steed entrusted to them by Xiang Yu, they departed, leaving their leader behind.

However, just as the boats reached the middle of the river…

*Neigh—!!*

*Splash!*

The black horse, watching his master disappear into the distance, let out a mournful cry and leaped into the river without hesitation.

“What?!”

“Wu Zhui!”

Splashing wildly, the horse swam desperately, trying to return to its master. Yet, even the swiftest steed that could gallop like the wind couldn’t overcome the powerful current.

Eventually, Wi Zhui sank helplessly into the depths.

[Ah, Wu Zhui!]

Watching his beloved horse vanish beneath the surface, Xiang Yu cried out.

[Indeed! You were a dragon born in the form of a horse! You have merely returned to your true form. There is no need for sorrow!]

“Sob! To think I’d live to see the day where a mere animal’s death would break my heart like this.”

“Phantom is truly a genius. He can even make the death of a horse so poignant.”

But there was no time to mourn the death of Wu Zhui.

[There he is! The traitor Xiang Yu is over there!]

[Form the Arhat Formation! We cannot let him escape!]

The relentless Han army, having pursued the Chu forces tirelessly, had finally arrived at the Wu River; the soldiers, clad in red, swarmed like clouds, while their banners fluttered menacingly.

Xiang Yu sneered at the sight of the Han banners.

[I’ve heard the rumors. King Liu Bang has placed a bounty of 1,000 gold and a fief of 10,000 households on my head?]

Lifting the blood-soaked Longquan Sword, he let out a thunderous roar, “[Fine! Who among you will claim the reward?! Step forward, those who covet Xiang Yu’s head—!!]”

As expected, no one dared to step forward. 

Even if the reward was tempting, wealth and glory meant nothing if one lost their life. No soldier or commander was fearless before Xiang Yu’s undeniable might. Even when cornered, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu remained a living legend.

…And when no one mustered the courage to confront Xiang Yu,

[Archers! To the front!]

In the end, Liu Bang himself, accompanied by numerous archers, took charge. 

[Ready the crossbows! Fire at my command!]

The soldiers loaded their arrows and aimed their crossbows in disciplined unison at the command of their leader. 

Standing silently amidst his guards, Liu Bang exchanged a meaningful gaze with Xiang Yu. Though they had once been sworn brothers, united in their goal to overthrow the Qin Dynasty, now they faced each other as mortal enemies. The tragic futility of their brotherhood weighed heavily in the air.

[A sound of laughter over the great seas, ~♪]

[raising the tides towards its two shores. ~♪]

From the back of the stage, the elven musicians began playing the zither and bamboo flute. At the same time, they sang in unison, performing a song composed by Phantom and Professor Gaby.

[Drifting and rolling in the waves of life, ~♪]

[only the present is worth worrying about. ~♪]

[The Heavens laughed, ~♪]

[raising tides in the mortal world. ~♪]

[Winning and losing is fate ~♪]

[that only heaven can decide. ~♬]

It was “A Sound of Laughter Over the Vast Sea,” the theme song from the 1990s wuxia film, The Swordsman; the lyrics, beautifully capturing Xiang Yu’s transition from Hegemon-King to defeated warrior, resonated deeply with the audience.

And as the elven musicians’ mournful melody faded…

[…Kill him.]

With a subtle, bitter smile, Liu Bang gave the order.

*Twang! Whizz!*

*Whoosh—!!*

A barrage of arrows, portrayed through lighting and special effects, flew towards Xiang Yu. The sky turned black with the sheer number of arrows, obscuring the blue.

Watching this scene, Balthazar, playing the role of Xiang Yu, calmly closed his eyes.

…And thus, in a way that paid homage to the ending of Zhang Yimou’s 2002 wuxia film, <Hero>, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu met his ultimate fate.

✧❅✦❅✧

“Alright, good work everyone!”

“You all did great! Let’s keep up the good work for the remaining performances, haha!”

The actors gathered backstage, clearing the stage and removing their makeup after the curtain call.

Everyone was all smiles, celebrating the successful performance.

Naturally, the most praise was directed towards me, the lead actor.

And, of course, towards Senior Rosalyn, who had performed alongside me with exceptional skill.

“You did a fantastic job, Balthazar. Your acting has improved even since the first part.”

Isabella, the theater manager, patted my shoulder, her face beaming with satisfaction.

A renowned actress in her own right, she smiled and said jokingly, “Professor Gaby was right, you seem to have a natural talent for this. What do you say? Interested in pursuing acting as a side gig? We always welcome young and talented individuals like you.”

“Haha, thank you. But I’ll have to decline.”

I was only after the A+ for the midterm; I had no intention of starting an acting career. Being a playwright was more than enough to bring me wealth and fame.

“U-Umm… Balthazar.”

Poke. Poke.

Someone poked my shoulder gently.

It was Senior Rosalyn, who had been surrounded by other actors, receiving compliments just moments ago.

“What’s wrong, Senior? Is something the matter?”

“Ah, about what you mentioned before the performance… that is, the revised script…”

…Oh. That.

Just as I feared, she hadn’t received the final revision.

Initially, during the second revision, there was no intimate scene between Xiang Yu and Consort Yu. It had simply been a scene of the Hegemon-King holding his lover’s body and mourning, but I’d revised it to portray their farewell more poignantly.

As the playwright, I had decided on the revision, then returned to the dorms to change. After that, I rushed back in time for the performance, pretending to receive the revisions while applying my makeup.

I had asked someone to inform Senior Rosalyn of these final changes before the performance.

‘Guess there was a communication breakdown as the opening was imminent.’

“I’m really sorry, Senior. I must have startled you by suddenly getting so close. I had no idea you hadn’t received the final revisions.”

“………..…”

“Umm, Senior? Are you very angry? I’m truly sorry.”

How furious could she be to have her cheeks flushed so red?

Though we were on friendly terms, she was still a Duke’s daughter, unmarried and noble. In this era, purity and propriety were crucial for a noblewoman. It’s understandable that sudden physical contact from a man could feel like an affront.

Rosalyn then mumbled something under her breath.

“… I’m not.”

“Huh?”

“I’m not angry. It’s just… I…”

Senior Rosalyn  trailed off, her expression ambiguous and hard to read. Her usually serene emerald eyes now flickered with confusion. 

The way she covered her mouth with the silk sleeve of her costume reminded me of a graceful dancer from the East.

“Sorry.”

After standing there hesitantly for a while, she closed her eyes tightly. Then she turned around and dashed away.

“L-Let’s talk later. See you later, Balthazar.”

“W-Wait, Senior?”

I was left standing there, dumbfounded.

Sorry? Sorry for what? I was the one who should be apologizing.

But that was our dear Rosalyn. Always considerate of others, even when she was the one who’d been put in an awkward position.

✧❅✦❅✧

Rosalyn’s cheeks burned, flushed a bright crimson.

Touching her cheeks, she walked with hurried, unsteady steps.

Of course, they hadn’t actually kissed.

Just before their lips met, he’d covered his face with his sleeve, stopping just in time.

They had maintained that agonizingly close distance, awkwardly waiting for the curtain to fall.

“…………”

Even so, she couldn’t forget the scent of Balthazar’s fig perfume lingering at her nose. 

And the memory of their lips, almost touching.

She couldn’t help but wonder what it would have felt like if they had actually met.

‘It was just acting.’

Balthazar was simply following the script.

So why was her heart pounding like this?

Why did the sight of her usually friendly junior suddenly make her feel hot all over?

A young woman’s innocent first kiss, something she had never given to any man…

…It felt as if he had romantically stolen it from her.

“Ugh…”

It was a new and overwhelming feeling—embarrassing, thrilling, and sweet all at once.

Consumed by this unfamiliar “fever,” she wandered past the grand curtain.

“Excuse me, sir? I’m sorry, but the auditorium is closed!”

Suddenly, a staff member’s voice called out from beyond the stage.

It seemed someone had remained in the theater even after the end of <Farewell My Concubine>.

Curiosity piqued, Rosalyn peeked out from behind the red curtain.

And a figure came into view.

A person with a sword strapped to their back, their yellow eyes gleaming like a hawk from beneath their hood.

“Sir? The play is over! We would appreciate it if you could leave!”

“………..…”

The hooded swordsman ignored the staff member’s repeated requests, remaining motionless.

It was clear that the stranger had been deeply moved by Phantom’s <Farewell My Concubine>.

‘Well, I felt the same when I first watched Admiral Lee.’

The creativity that leaves a strong yet delicate impression, the immersive power that blurs the line between reality and fiction, and the noble narrative that reminded her of her father, who was demoted to the North.

She had been so enthralled that she’d neglected her meals and skipped classes, spending all her free time at the Killgrewber Theater Company.

Perhaps this hooded figure was also lingering due to a similar emotional resonance.

“Senior Rosalyn? What are you doing?”

“Eek! B-Balthazar?!”

Startled by her junior’s sudden appearance, Rosalyn jumped.

Balthazar still hadn’t removed his Xiang Yu makeup.

For some reason, he looked especially handsome and dashing today.

“Who’s out there? Why are you hiding…?”

“Ah, no! It’s nothing. There’s just… a guest who’s still here…”

“A guest who hasn’t left?”

“Y-Yes. Over there.”

Rosalyn stammered, forcing a smile, trying to appear nonchalant.

But in reality, she felt as if she were suffocating, her breath caught in her throat.

Standing side-by-side with Balthazar, who was still in his Xiang Yu costume while she was dressed as Consort Yu, the strange emotions she’d experienced moments ago came rushing back like a hurricane.

“…………”

Just then, the swordsman in the audience locked eyes with Balthazar.

Their gaze, as sharp as a hawk’s, swept over the actor playing Xiang Yu.

And in the next instant…

“Huh? He’s just leaving.”

“I-I guess so?”

The hooded swordsman abruptly stood up and disappeared just like that.

The person walked with a staggering, unsteady gait, as if reeling from a profound shock, their steps erratic.

Translator’s Notes :-

Here is the youtube link of the song => https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3gLkF6KpGWU&ab_channel=ESYeo

 

— End of Chapter —

⚘ ⚘ ⚘

If you liked the novel, do not forget to rate and review the novel on ⟿ NovelUpdates.

Also, if you cannot wait to see what lies ahead in the story, curious about what to unfold, I have added some ⟿ advanced chapters on the site.
I Became A Playwright In Medieval Fantasy - Chapter 37

				
✦  Chapter 37 – Hero of the Sword (Candidate), Maya  ✦

「Translator – Creator」

𒋝𒋝𒋝𒋝𒋝



Honestly, I’d expected Xiang Yu’s popularity to plummet after the second part of <Farewell My Concubine>.

No matter the excuses, the fact remained that Xiang Yu had repeatedly failed and squandered his grand ambitions. I expected that, as a result, the winner, Liu Bang, would gain popularity while Xiang Yu would be regarded as outdated and irrelevant.

…Surprisingly, my prediction was only half right.

‘Liu Bang’s popularity did indeed rise.’

Facing the monstrous Xiang Yu without giving up, his perseverance, adept management skills, and his relatively benevolent nature made Liu Bang an attractive character. His competent military strategies helped too. As the ultimate victor, Liu Bang naturally garnered admiration.

However, Xiang Yu’s popularity didn’t decline.

On the contrary, the franchise as a whole had its popularity skyrocket.

“Take this! Sword Control Technique! Taste the might of Tai’a and Gongbu!”

“General Fan Kuai! Form the Arhat Formation! Don’t let Xiang Yu escape!”

“Wait, what? Does that mean we’re the Qin Dynasty?”

“Hey! I don’t want to be the Star Absorbing General! You be Zhang Han!”

Children imitating the martial arts from <Farewell My Concubine> could be seen everywhere on the streets; they’d divide themselves into factions, mimicking the forces from the Chu-Han Contention, waving sticks around enthusiastically.

While during the first part, all the children had idolized Xiang Yu, now they were choosing their sides based on their preferences.

Meanwhile, the same tunes could be heard echoing through the alleyways.

Various theme songs from the wuxia plays resonated throughout the capital, regardless of location.

While children re-enacted the battles, adults hummed the melodies from the plays, adding to the lively atmosphere.

“His spirit challenges the raging waves, his burning blood hotter than the crimson sun~♬”


“Winning and losing is fate, that only heaven can decide. ~♫”

A Man Should Strengthen Himself, evocative of Xiang Yu’s heroic feats, had become a work song chanted in workplaces.

A Sound of Laughter Over the Vast Sea, reminiscent of Xiang Yu’s tragic end, had transformed into a ballad hummed over drinks after work.

The Dawn Will Never Come , sung by Consort Yu, had been reborn as a wedding song, a blessing for a match made in heaven.

But the cultural impact of <Farewell My Concubine> didn’t end there.

“Checkmate!”

 “Ugh, no! To think I’d lose to Liu Bang in a game!”

While chess had been played occasionally in this world, it never gained much traction. But a new version of the game, licensed and themed after <Farewell My Concubine>, emerged as a new sensation.

‘A Chu-Han Contention version of chess is basically Chinese chess, isn’t it?’

That was my thought when I first received the offer to develop a new board game based on <Farewell My Concubine>. I was skeptical about its success.

…However, the final product exceeded my expectations in a very intriguing, creative manner.

“I summon Han Xin, the unparalleled general, with my commander card! Now the Han army’s attack points have increased by 500!”

“Hahaha, you fool! Then I summon Fan Zeng with my strategist card and Zhongli Mo with my general card, and I end my turn! This increases the Chu army’s defense points by 300!”

“Idiots! No matter who you summon, you can’t defeat this ultimate card! Appear, Qin Shi Huang! Use the Star Absorbing Technique to drain your enemies’ life points in your quest for immortality!”

The rules incorporated a card battle system, utilizing the diverse cast of heroes from the play; they had created special cards featuring Zhang Liang, Fan Kuai, Long Ju, Xiang Liang, Qin Shi Huang, and others, all influencing the game’s strategy.

And as a result, the <Farewell My Concubine> board game became a bizarre hybrid of Yu-Gi-Oh! and chess, a creation that would make any modern person exclaim, “What kind of unholy abomination is this?!”

‘But then again, surprisingly, it’s incredibly popular.’

Compared to chess, which was played by some nobility, the <Farewell My Concubine> board game had a more popular appeal; the gameplay was surprisingly intuitive, the strategic elements were easy to grasp, and the cards added an extra layer of fun and excitement.

It had become common sense to have a <Farewell My Concubine> board game in taverns, clubs, and even most households.

“How dare you insult me! A duel! Draw your cards!”


“Alright! Let’s play!”

“Sir, you’re suffering from a severe case of <Farewell My Concubine> game addiction.”

“Hmph, ridiculous. Prove it with a duel, doctor.”

“Nurse? Bring me the game board.”

The board game had essentially become a new folk game, like StarCraft back in my world.

Leisure, gambling, even settling disputes—everything revolved around <Farewell My Concubine>.

Society had become a nation of addicts.

But honestly, this was nothing.

The real situation that truly disconcerted me was something entirely different.

✧❅✦❅✧

“You must be the illustrious playwright Phantom, whose reputation precedes him. It is truly an honor to meet you.”

“Ah, yes. The honor is all mine. And your name is…?”

“I am Mir, the head of the emissary delegation sent by the Sovereign of the World Tree to facilitate trade with the West.”

With a bow in the elvish fashion followed by a human handshake, the silk-clad elf noble introduced himself courteously.

He then turned and addressed Professor Gaby, who stood beside me, with a warm smile.

“To think that the one who embarked on a journey to foster harmony between our races would orchestrate such a magnificent cultural exchange. I am truly impressed, Lady Gaby. The Sovereign will be proud.”

“You flatter me, Lord Mir. I merely provided consultation. <Farewell My Concubine> is entirely the work of the great writer Phantom here.”

We were at none other than the Clausewitz Imperial Palace.

The limited-run performance of <Farewell My Concubine> had taken the capital by storm.

The elven emissaries, intrigued by the play, had requested a meeting with me, Phantom.


“Lord Mir, for what exact purpose did you wish to meet me? I’m just a humble playwright, after all.”

“A humble playwright? That’s an understatement, Master Phantom.”

Mir responded to my question with a knowing smile.

He then looked at me directly and made a proposition in a serious tone.

“Your work is regarded as exceptional, even from an elvish perspective—a masterpiece. In fact, it could be said that only elves might fully appreciate the underlying contexts woven throughout, recalling the culture and thought of the East so systematically that I briefly wondered if you might be a half-elf born there.”

“Ahaha…”

“Therefore, I would like to make you a formal offer.”

*Snap!*

With a snap of his fingers, Mir summoned elven attendants who had been waiting nearby.

An attendant carried over a heavy chest, unlocked it, and revealed its contents to me.

*Gasp!*

I froze, stunned by what I saw.

Gold and silver taels, ingots commonly depicted in wuxia novels and comics, gleamed inside the chest, each one shaped like a horseshoe.

Mir gestured toward the treasure and revealed his intentions.

“We would like to purchase the rights to the <Farewell My Concubine> script. We wish to take this story back to the World Tree and share it with our people.”

“Y-You want to…?”

“Rest assured, this offer is simply a gesture of goodwill.”

As I stammered out a reply, clearly taken aback, Mir interpreted my flustered demeanor as discomfort and again snapped his fingers with a smile.

Another attendant approached, this time carrying a white porcelain liquor bottle.

“This is a renowned liquor, brewed with 200-year-old ginseng. Its value is equivalent to several mansions. Its taste is as exquisite as a celestial elixir, and it is extremely effective in enhancing men’s vitality.”

… enhancing a man’s vitality?

“It means it’s good for… stamina, writer.”

“I-I know that.”

Professor Gaby whispered in my ear, then retreated with a playful smile.

Embarrassed, I cleared my throat and turned my attention back to Mir.

‘So, to put it simply, they want to purchase the remake rights?’

Making such a request wasn’t out of line. Even though this world’s copyright laws were rudimentary compared to modern Earth, the concept did exist. And it wasn’t uncommon for masterpieces to be adapted across borders.

Korean films like <Oldboy> and <The Man from Nowhere> had followed similar trajectories.

Yet, despite this, it was still hard to wrap my head around the emissary’s proposal.

“You’re willing to spend this much just to purchase the rights to a single script? Isn’t this a bit excessive?”

“What do you mean? You’re not just any playwright; you’re a formal Hero candidate, are you not?”

Mir responded with a surprised look, eyeing the orichalcum medallion pinned to my chest.

“Among elves, nothing is more detestable than failing to pay a master’s work its due worth. Should we undercut the value of a Hero candidate just to save a few coins? If we did such a thing, we wouldn’t be able to show our faces under the World Tree.”

“A master’s work…? I-I’m flattered, but are you certain you understand the story of <Farewell My Concubine>? The protagonist rebels against the sacred World Tree, um…”

The portrayal of Qin Shi Huang’s assassination as an arson of the World Tree was a considerate edit to lessen the shock for human audiences. From an elf’s perspective, it could be seen as a heinous blasphemy worthy of outrage.

Yet, they intended to take such a radical script back to the World Tree for performance?

“The world thrives when the righteous rule. ”

But Mir’s expression remained unchanged. 

His tone grew even more resolute as he solidified his stance.

“It is the World Tree’s doctrine that if an unworthy individual seizes power, their arrogance and self-righteousness would lead all under heaven into misery. However, more and more elves are forgetting this principle, now only coveting sheer power. They do not realize the tragedies that such pride and arrogance can spawn.”

“………………”

“There are many plays in the elven lands, but we have never encountered a narrative that so masterfully warns against the obsession with power as <Farewell My Concubine>. Yes, the depictions of burying 200,000 people alive and setting the World Tree ablaze are shocking indeed. But sometimes, it is necessary to employ drastic storytelling methods to impart a crucial lesson, don’t you think?”

I wondered if elves were simply not as skilled in crafting narratives as the inhabitants of this world. According to Mir, there wasn’t a better narrative than <Farewell My Concubine> in their history.

And drastic methods were sometimes needed to drive home a lesson, huh?

Considering that elven philosophy mirrored Confucianism, it was not an unnatural reaction.

Contrary to modern misconceptions, Confucianism was both traditional and flexible in its thinking; they diligently compiled biographies of tyrants, chronicling their wrongdoings through the words of their subjects.

Mencius himself had openly advocated for the dethroning of tyrants, with the explicit theory that if a ruler is unjust, they must be resisted.

“And there’s no need to worry. As I mentioned earlier, we plan to incorporate sufficient adaptations.”

Mir laughed benevolently, ticking off his fingers as if counting.

“Liu Bang, Han Xin, Zhang Liang, Xiao He, Ying Bu—each character is compelling and distinctive. If you grant us the rights, we intend to transform <Farewell My Concubine> from being solely about Xiang Yu to an ensemble drama featuring all these heroes.”

… An Eastern-style ensemble drama focusing on Liu Bang, Han Xin, Zhang Liang, Xiao He, Ying Bu, and others?

Strange. Why did it feel so familiar?

“That’s an interesting idea. But wouldn’t the title ‘Farewell My Concubine’ be unsuitable if the focus shifts?”

“Of course. With the shift in focus, a new title would be necessary. We’re already considering a suitable alternative. Since the core of the story is the struggle between Chu and Han for hegemony…”

He cleared his throat, his expression suddenly brightening.

He then turned to me and asked, his demeanor brimming with excitement, “What do you think of Chu–Han Contention, or Chu–Han War for short, Master Phantom?”

“…………..”

“Hm? Is something the matter?”

“No, it’s nothing.”

Good heavens. To think the original Chu–Han Contention would be revived in this world, and in this way.

✧❅✦❅✧

In the end, I agreed to sell the remake rights to the emissary delegation.

I couldn’t refuse their heartfelt plea to showcase the message of <Farewell My Concubine> — “One cannot rule the world with force alone” — in their homeland.

And so, I gradually revealed various tidbits of information about the characters, framing them as details omitted from the play.

For example, I mentioned Zhang Liang’s attempt to assassinate Qin Shi Huang with a heavy weight and the heroism of Jing Ke.

I also spoke about the tragic fates of Han Xin, Peng Yue, and Ying Bu, all executed after the unification of the Empire.

‘I wonder if elven audiences will condemn Liu Bang and Empress Lu for betraying their loyal generals, or blame Han Xin for his lack of political acumen.’

Whichever it was, the story now lay beyond my hands. It was up to the viewers to discern right from wrong; they could debate the justifications for purging one’s rivals as they saw fit.

“Thank you for your efforts, Phantom.”

As we exited the palace, Professor Gaby spoke warmly. When the guards opened the main gate, she gracefully stepped out.

“You’ve really worked hard all this time. I have somewhere I need to be, so I’ll be on my way.”

“You too have worked hard, Professor. Take care on your way back.”

“Oh, right!”

Just as she was about to turn away, Professor Gaby suddenly turned back to me, adding thoughtfully.

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep my promise. I’m not one to go back on my word.”

“Pardon?”

Promise?

“Sorry, but what promise are you referring to? Did we make a promise regarding something?”

“Hehe, well? What do you think?”

Instead of a clear explanation, Professor Gaby merely offered a cryptic smile.

Her violet eyes shimmered with a knowing gleam as she concluded, “Think carefully about what promises were made, writer. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

With that, she left without further explanation.

I stood there, bewildered, abandoned at the entrance of the palace.

“What was that about?”

What was with her cryptic remark? It just made things awkward.

Anyway, I had finished my business at the palace.

Anyway, with my business at the palace concluded, I decided to head back to the dormitory for a well-deserved nap. Just as I turned to leave, a burly man approached me.

“Excuse me. Are you the writer and Hero candidate, Phantom?”

“Huh? Yes, that’s me.”

“Greetings. My name is Bernhardt, and I am an aide to His Highness, Prince Wolfgang.”

I nodded, and the large man introduced himself and continued, “His Highness Prince Wolfgang wishes to see you. Would you spare a moment of your time?”

✧❅✦❅✧

Meanwhile, at the same time, in a secluded clearing where a large rock had been split into a cross.

*Crack Crunch*

*Bang, Crash–!!*

“Huff, huff…”

Breathing heavily, Maya collapsed to her knees, dropping to the ground after a frenzied bout of sword practice.

Ever since she watched the second half of <Farewell My Concubine>, Maya had visited this place daily, tirelessly swinging her sword.

An unidentifiable frustration burned inside her, driving her to train relentlessly with a near-madness.

Enveloping her sword in aura, she had relentlessly gouged the hard ground. Massive trees that would take countless axe swings to fell were cut down in a fit of rage.

However, no matter how much she honed her swordsmanship, the emotions that welled up in her chest wouldn’t disappear.

It felt like a sharp awl had lodged itself in her heart, causing a burning, prickling pain that tormented her constantly.

“…………..”

Unable to diagnose her own state, she bit her lip, clutching the hilt of the legendary sword, Eternal Snow, when—

“There you are, Maya.”

— a familiar, warm voice came from right beside her.

It was the voice of Gaby, her old master from whom she had parted ways due to differences in opinion.
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“I heard you’d returned to the capital. Figured this was the only place you’d be.”

“…………..”

“Was that your doing too? You split it cleanly in half.” Gaby gestured towards a massive boulder, cleaved cleanly through its center.

It was the very rock Maya, having awakened her Sword Aura, had bisected with a single strike.

“Impressive. To think you’d reach such a level just as you’re about to come of age. I couldn’t even fathom such a thing at your age.”

Years ago, Maya had arrived in the capital, a young girl clinging tightly to the hand of the master who’d saved her life. This clearing, where she received her first sword and began her training, held a special significance.

From the moment she stepped into rigorous training, she had always stared at that rock.

She had finally cut through the rock she had eyed every day with her sword.

However, despite achieving this long-pursued goal, there was no joy or sense of accomplishment on Maya’s face.

“…How do you even remember my birthday?” she asked, her voice flat, devoid of emotion.

Gaby chuckled, her eyes twinkling with amusement as she looked down at her former student. “My, my, such wit. Has anyone ever told you that forgetting your student’s birthday is rather un-masterly?”

“It’s been years since we last saw each other. Why would you remember? It’s only natural to forget someone who’s not around.”

For Maya, whose mind was broken, it was a perfectly reasonable question.

Once a bond is severed, why dwell on the past?

After she left her former life and became a candidate for a Hero, she didn’t dwell on the past.

She’d clung to her master’s teachings, absorbing everything that could aid her survival, but the rest? Those memories had been discarded, deemed irrelevant.

…But Gaby’s perspective was entirely different.


“Even when someone isn’t by your side, precious bonds don’t break, Maya.”

Her gaze shifted to the long stream flowing beyond the clearing.

She looked at the shade cast by the swaying willows by the water’s edge.

It was a place they’d often sought refuge after training, master and student sharing quiet moments of peace.

“You may believe you left everything behind when you left this place, but your absence, Maya, lingered. An unforgettable, irreplaceable void that I could neither overlook nor forget.”

Maya, who had been silent, slowly lifted her head at Gaby’s words.

Looking in the same direction as her mentor, she gazed at the stump of the willow tree and quietly asked.

“I watched <Farewell My Concubine>. Both parts.”

“Yes. I see.”

“I heard you were involved in the production. Did you write the second part?”

A slight tremor ran through her right hand, the hand that gripped the peerless blade, Eternal Snow.

Her eyes, vacant and unfocused, stared into the distance as she spoke, her voice cold and sharp.

“Did you write it that way on purpose? Knowing I would see it?”

“Of course not. I only served as an advisor.”

Gaby’s gaze softened as she looked at her former student, her eyes lingering on the butterfly-shaped pearl hairpin she’d gifted Maya years ago. It was nestled securely in Maya’s braided blue hair, styled exactly as Gaby always did.

“The script was entirely written by the Hero of the Pen candidate, Phantom. From the first part showing Xiang Yu’s rise, to the second part showing his downfall, it was all him.”

“………….”

Silence descended once more, a heavy, pregnant silence.

The student, stubbornly refusing to speak, and the master, patiently indulging her.

Like a snowfall that gives way to blooming buds, it was a serene yet somber silence, both cold and warm.


“…I thought if I had power, I could do anything.”

Finally, it was Maya who broke the quiet.

“If I had power, I wouldn’t need to grovel. If I had power, there would be no need to fear. If I had power, there would be no need to compromise. And if I had power…”

…I wouldn’t have to lose anything, ever again.

Believing this, she had devoted herself solely to the sword.

Her broken mind whispered the same refrain every day.

Feeling helpless, watching her parents die miserably.

A child who might have met the same fate if Gaby hadn’t saved her.

If she had power, she had always believed, such tragedies wouldn’t happen.

But the second part of <Farewell My Concubine> had shattered that belief.

“Are you absolutely sure…you didn’t write any part of it? That the Hero of the Pen candidate actually wrote it that way?”

“Yes, Maya. I assure you, I had nothing to do with the script. And you, having seen the first part, must understand.”

“………….”

“Phantom…that man… he has a deep understanding of the true nature of power. How it can be used to achieve greatness, how it can shake the very foundations of the world, and…”

Gaby sighed, her expression tinged with sadness.

“…how it can lead to utter ruin if one relies on it solely.”

Xiang Yu, who fell due to relying solely on brute strength.

Xiang Yu, who lost everything dear to him because he only trusted in his power.

It was a story that challenged everything Maya believed in, yet it resonated with her on a deep, visceral level. 

Of course, it wasn’t just the compelling and intricately woven narrative of <Farewell My Concubine> that had shaken her.


The Heart Demon that plagued Xiang Yu’s mind, the Slaughter Calamity that drove him to madness — it resonated far too closely with her own inner demons.

The impulses that always circled her mind, urging her toward slaughter and violence.

The taunts that mocked her, claiming her parents died because of her weakness.

“…………..”

Suddenly, Maya recalled the confrontation between King Xiang Yu and Liu Bang on Guangwu Mountain.

The words Liu Bang shouted were still vivid in her mind, as Xiang Yu held his father, Liu Taigong, hostage.

‘Xiang Yu! We are sworn brothers, aren’t we? So my father would be your father too! How dare you threaten to boil your own parent, you unfilial wretch! Go ahead, if you want! Just make sure the broth is well-cooked and send me a bowl!’

…Of course, Liu Bang’s fierce mockery left a strong impression.

Even Liu Bang’s few fans couldn’t help but shake their heads, thinking ‘That’s a bit much.’

But what truly captivated Maya was the next part.

The original lines added by playwright Phantom to heighten the drama.

‘Kill, kill, KILL! Such a vile word rolls off your tongue so easily! Did you not claim to have drawn your righteous sword to survive in this cruel world?”

Liu Bang, refusing to yield to Xiang Yu’s threats, rebuked him with righteous fury.

‘Yet now you swing that sword, ready to take a life at the slightest provocation! Answer me, Xiang Yu! Do you kill to live, or do you live to kill?!’

Kill to live, or live to kill.

The moment she heard this, a tiny crack formed in Maya’s heart.

The armor she’d donned to shield herself from the pain of her parents’ deaths, the unwavering belief that power was the only path to protecting what she held dear — it had begun to crumble.

“I’m a Hero Candidate.”

“I know, Maya.”

“I’m not like the villains who murdered my parents. I’m a Hero candidate. I wield my sword to protect what is mine.”

She spoke as if to convince herself, her words clipped and emotionless.

But then, in a voice suddenly weary and drained of spirit, she questioned Gaby.

“Was Xiang Yu wrong? Is it wrong to seek power? Is it true that even with all the power in the world… I still won’t be able to protect what I cherish?”

“There is nothing in this world that is inherently evil, Maya.”

*Flap*

The empty sleeve of Gaby’s robe fluttered gently in the breeze.

Gaby moved closer to Maya, kneeling before her. With her one good arm, she gently caressed her former student’s cheek.

“It’s only natural to seek strength to protect what you cherish. The world is a cruel and unforgiving place, and without power, you risk falling prey to those who wish to harm you.”

“………..….”

“But if you try to solve everything with just that one thing, that’s when problems arise. The more you fixate on something, the narrower your perspective becomes, and a narrow perspective will prevent you from making wise decisions. Life isn’t that simple.”

“…I hated the evil that took my parents from me.”

“I know, child.”

“I couldn’t bear the thought of losing anything else. So, I decided… I would destroy every shred of evil in my path. I would become so strong that nothing could ever be taken from me again. If I just eliminate every evil I encounter, then surely…”

Her voice cracked, the words catching in her throat.

A tightness constricted her chest, a familiar sensation that often accompanied the memories she tried so hard to suppress.

“Why didn’t you forget about me, Gaby?”

“………..…”

“I said such horrible things to you before I left. I abandoned you. I told you I never wanted to see you again… Why didn’t you?”

“I’m sorry, Maya.”

Instead of a long-winded answer, Gaby simply pulled her close, embracing her former student in a warm, comforting hug.

With her one arm.

Yet it was more tender than any two-armed embrace could ever be.

“I’m sorry for not understanding you. I’m sorry for failing to guide you down a better path. I’m sorry for not seeing your pain. It’s my fault, Maya. I failed to teach you properly.”

“…You’ve gotten much smaller.”

“Ha-ha, you’ve just grown up. I’m glad to see you’ve grown up healthy without any injuries.”

Their words, tender and heartfelt, transcended the boundaries of master and student, blurring the lines between parent and child.

Maya remained silent, but she didn’t pull away from the embrace.

For it had been a long time since she had been held like this, and Gaby’s arms brought the same peace she felt as a child in her parents’ loving embrace.

[O’ Heavens, please forgive the transgressions of the Hegemon-King.]

[Never forget, my lord. You were never alone.]

The image of Fan Zeng, cast aside by Xiang Yu yet expressing concern for his former student even as he breathed his last, and Yu Ji, sacrificing everything to save the man she loved from his own destructive path… The two figures merged into one, and a single tear slipped down Maya’s cheek.

Why was she crying? She couldn’t explain it. But she couldn’t stop the tears, these strange, unfamiliar droplets that seemed to flow from a hidden well deep within her.

With enough power, nothing can be taken from you?

What a foolish notion. She’d been wrong from the very beginning.

In her quest for power, Maya had left the capital and, with her own hands, abandoned everything.

She thought she had already lost it all, but it turned out that her other parents were always by her side.

“Will you take me back? If I say I want to stay by your side again… will you allow it?”

The image of Xiang Yu, consumed by Heart Demon, forever losing the chance to reconcile with his mentor, flashed in her mind.

Reflecting on that, Maya asked the question, and Gaby responded warmly.

“I’ve missed you, Maya. And I’m so glad you’ve returned.”

In the real world, Fan Zeng and Xiang Yu never reconciled, their paths tragically diverging.

But here, in this distant, otherworldly place, their bond was beautifully mended in a completely different form.

Thanks to two plays penned by Balthazar, a student of Professor Gaby.

✧❅✦❅✧

“A-are you… sniffle… the great Phantom? I-it’s an honor… sob… to finally meet you.”

“The honor is all mine, Your Highness.”

A young boy, seated in an opulent drawing-room, gazed at me with tear-filled eyes.

As I sat across from him, I struggled to hide my astonishment and responded politely.

This was Wolfgang von Clausewitz, the younger brother of Princess Diana by a significant age difference, and the son of Emperor Heinrich — the very child who’d sparked the <Admiral Lee> craze with his enthusiastic endorsement of Phantom’s debut play.

With black hair inherited from his father and lime-green eyes from his sister, the combination was quite striking.

Despite being just 12 years old, his demeanor was dignified and mature, truly befitting a royal family member.

…Though, at this particular moment, the tears streaming down his face were somewhat undermining that regal aura.

“I-I apologize for saying this upon our first meeting… sniffle… but you’ve gone too far this time! How could you… how could you let Xiang Yu…?”

“Um, are you talking about Xiang Yu, Your Highness?”

I was momentarily startled into silence.

I hadn’t realized how consistent I’d been with my… penchant for tragic endings. Apart from <Exodus> and <Chaplin’s Comedy>, none of Phantom’s plays had ended on a happy note.

Admiral Yi had met his end on the battlefield, felled by a stray bullet.

Caesar had been assassinated during a senate meeting.

Socrates had chosen death over escape, calmly accepting his fate.

And now, even the seemingly invincible Xiang Yu had succumbed to a tragic demise?

From the young prince’s perspective, I must seem like a psychopath — a playwright who reveled in the slaughter of his own protagonists.

Was that why he’d summoned me? To confront the man responsible for the untimely deaths of his fictional heroes?

“Waaaah! My…my prized Twin Dragon Blades…!”

The boy, his composure momentarily forgotten, rubbed his swollen eyes with his fists. His voice, thick with indignation, trembled as he spoke.

“I bought them at auction! They were the original props used in the premiere of Admiral Yi! They’re… they’re irreplaceable!”

“…I beg your pardon?”

The Twin Dragon Blades?

What in the world was he talking about? Someone needed to explain this sudden plot twist, and fast.



 

— End of Chapter —
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It didn’t take long for me to unravel the source of the young prince’s distress.

‘He made a bet with his sister about the ending of Farewell My Concubine?’

Princess Diana had predicted that Liu Bang would emerge victorious, while Prince Wolfgang had placed his faith in Xiang Yu. The stakes? The most prized possession from each of their respective collections.

Ah, the harsh realities of a bad bet. Poor Wolfgang had learned that lesson the hard way.

“M-my apologies. It was unbecoming to act that way before the great Phantom.”

*Sniffle*

 Wolfgang dabbed at his eyes and nose with a handkerchief before offering a sheepish apology. He seemed to have calmed down a bit, his expression shifting from despair to a mild sulk.

“I didn’t call you here to blame you, Phantom. I was just so upset to lose my treasure in that bet. Please forgive my rudeness.”

“With all due respect, Your Highness, if it means so much to you, could you not ask Princess Diana to revoke the bet? I believe she might reconsider for her younger brother.”

“No, that’s out of the question. A promise between royals is sacred. No matter how trivial, it must be honored.”

*Crunch, Crunch.*

Wolfgang shook his head, nibbling on a biscuit slathered with strawberry jam, perhaps seeking solace in sugary treats.

“Besides, my sister always honors her wagers, even when she loses. If a woman acts thus, how can I—a man—go back on my word?”

“Really? Princess Diana has lost a bet to you before?”

Her impeccable reputation made this difficult to imagine. She always seemed to be several steps ahead, predicting every outcome with uncanny accuracy.

“Of course. I’ve beaten her plenty of times.”

Wolfgang puffed out his chest, a hint of pride creeping into his voice.


“Especially when it comes to rare desserts. You know, those special treats that even royals can only enjoy on rare occasions? The Emerald Melon ice cream, the World Tree Honey Pie… I’ve never lost a bet when it comes to those.”

“…..….”

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

It sounded less like “winning” and more like Diana indulging her little brother.

After all, Wolfgang was at that age where sugary treats held irresistible appeal.

‘Well, they do say their relationship is almost like that of mother and son.’

The close bond between the imperial siblings was well-known throughout the empire. With their mother’s untimely death, Diana had stepped up, assuming a maternal role in Wolfgang’s life.

‘So, she’s willing to forgo a dessert or two… but not her precious collection, I see.’

It seemed Princess Diana’s intention in mercilessly taking back the collection was to teach the young prince a life lesson. Nonetheless, seeing the young boy sulking miserably was pitiful.

“…How about this, Your Highness?”

With the prince’s birthday approaching, I decided to extend a generous offer.

“I will let you choose the theme for my next work after <Farewell My Concubine>. Consider it a birthday gift from me.”

“Really? Are you serious?”

“Of course. Don’t feel burdened; just tell me whatever you’d like.”

“Wow!”

Wolfgang’s eyes lit up, his face transforming from despair to childish glee.

He pumped his fists in the air, his earlier formality completely forgotten.

“Thank you! Thank you so much, Phantom! That’s the best birthday gift ever!”

He seemed to have forgotten all about his lost Twin Dragon Blades.

He was twelve, after all. He reminded me of my nephews back in my old life — Hae-eun’s kids.


My sister and her husband were rather strict when it came to their children’s education and behavior. Whenever the kids got in trouble, they’d come running to their Uncle “Doraemon,” seeking comfort and consolation.

‘Uncle! I got scolded by mom because my grades dropped!’

‘Uncle! I want a cheeseburger, but Dad says it’s unhealthy!’

Those pleas were always difficult to resist.

I’d often end up taking them to the latest blockbuster movie or sneaking them a Happy Meal.

My feelings towards Prince Wolfgang now were not much different from those times.

“So, Your Highness, tell me. What kind of play would you like to see?”

I casually adjusted the white mask I always wore in public, but my mind was already racing, trying to anticipate the prince’s preferences.

Giant robots? Toy swords? Model tanks? Masked superheroes?

At his age, boys were usually drawn to stories of adventure, war, and action.

‘He’ll probably ask for another heroic epic, something along the lines of Xiang Yu’s story…’

Who would be a suitable protagonist? Richard the Lionheart? The legendary Korean Swordmaster, Cheok Jun-gyeong? Or perhaps Simo Häyhä, the deadliest sniper in history? I mentally sorted through a list of potential candidates.

“Horror!”

…Huh?

“I want to see a terrifying horror play! Something so scary that it makes my hair stand on end, something that will keep me up all night!”

“H-horror, Your Highness?”

It was then that I noticed part of the prince’s collection displayed neatly in the room.

As expected, the items related to Phantom’s plays occupied the most prominent spots. But behind those, tucked away in corners and overflowing from shelves, was a collection of a completely different nature.

An entire section of the cabinet was dedicated to horror-themed content — Tales of Werewolves, Legends of Vampires, Encounters with Ghouls, A Compendium of Exorcism Cases… And more. 

The shelves were overflowing with novels and folklore centered around creatures and themes familiar to the inhabitants of this world.


Seeing this, I clicked my tongue inwardly.

This boy…he certainly had specific tastes.
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A short while after my visit to the imperial palace as the playwright Phantom.

I was standing near the academy’s main gate, dressed in my best for going out.

It was that time of the year when midterms were wrapping up.

All the academy students were busy celebrating the end of exams.

Of course, many would drown in despair once the results came out, but for now, they sought rapid escape through alcohol and entertainment.

‘…Come to think of it, Professor Gaby better really give me that A+.’

I’d taken her word about my performance in <Farewell My Concubine> serving as my midterm grade, so I hadn’t bothered submitting anything else. If she went back on her word…well, things would get awkward.

Anyways, I was also preparing to go out for a similar purpose.

“Hmm, horror…horror…”

*Tick-tock*

I glanced down at my pocket watch, its hands ticking steadily forward, as I pondered my next move.

Even with his attempts at maturity, Wolfgang was still a child. I, too, had a fondness for scary stories and movies at his age. Goosebumps, Ghost Stories, The Grudge… My horror tolerance might have increased with age, but back then, a good scare was an instant dopamine rush.

“The prince wants something truly terrifying…”

Honestly, this was a high-level challenge. No, it wasn’t just high; it was extremely, extremely high.

My specialty lay in bringing historical figures to life through drama.

War, politics, comedy, religion, philosophy, action, and romance—those were my realms. But horror was a completely different genre.

‘Should I mimic the horror films I’ve seen in my past life, like I did with Charlie Chaplin?’

Alfred Hitchcock, Stanley Kubrick, George Romero and so forth — the masters of the genre. Their filmographies were a veritable treasure trove of horror tropes and techniques. 

…But nothing truly stood out. Nothing that felt right.

‘Ultimately, it’s about understanding what scares people in this world.’

The threshold for fear is more relative than expected.

Depending on the culture, values, and sentiments, what one finds frightening can differ greatly.

Modern audiences, for example, tended to be scared by zombies, serial killers, and things that went bump in the night.

For those living in the bleak, urban sprawl of modern society, these elements—the familiar yet unsettling—were a potent source of fear.

But would the inhabitants of this medieval world react in the same way?

Zombies might just be considered undead, more of a nuisance to be eradicated rather than feared. And the concept of a serial killer wasn’t even recognizable in their time.

From what I knew, there was one entity people in this other world feared the most.

‘The Devil.’

The Devil, differing fundamentally from the Northern demonic tribes, were literal incarnations of pure evil from the pits of hell.

They were terrifyingly unpredictable beings that only the singular, the Divine One could contend with.

Playing with humans as if they were mere toys, corrupting minds with madness, seducing hearts into depravity, manipulating humans to bring chaos and destruction.

Before such a Devil, humans were insignificant insects in a storm, doomed to insanity and ruin without the blessing of the divine.

Indeed, the prince’s horror collection included numerous tales and grim religious paintings depicting these demonic beings and their hellish realms.

‘So, the boy likely wants to see a chilling tale involving the devil…’

If that were the case, being a modern person might actually be a disadvantage here.

Unless one was a devout religious zealot, who genuinely fears the Devil today?

Many modern people don’t even believe in the existence of the Devil.

The existence of the Devil might be used as catalysts or plot devices in horror movies, but few works focused solely on the Devil itself.

“Hmm, what to do…”

I certainly couldn’t claim to know more about devils than a medieval person.

I’d have to resort to the life or work of some historical figure from my previous world.

‘Who among the historical figures depicted devils or a unique form of terrifying evil well?’

Hieronymus Bosch, dubbed the painter of hell?

Francisco de Goya, famous for Saturn Devouring His Son?

Aleister Crowley, the occultist who laid the foundation for dark magic culture?

I was biting my lip, lost in contemplation, when—

“B-Balthazar!”

“Ah! Senior Rosalyn! You’re here.”

“Mm… Did you wait long?”

“No. I just got here myself. But, wow, senior…”

Today, Rosalyn looked especially stunning, making me gasp unintentionally.

Her auburn hair, carefully brushed and styled, was adorned with delicate hairpins.

Sparkly earrings and a necklace with a shimmering gemstone added a touch of elegance.

And her dress, a flowing, sky-blue creation, flowed gracefully, accentuating her curves.

“You put in a lot more effort than usual today? It was worth the wait.”

“R-really? That’s good to hear. Hee hee.” 

“Who are you trying to look so pretty for? Is it perhaps for me?”

“What? Uh, that… well…”

“I-I was just joking. Sorry.”

“No, no! It’s fine!”

Seeing my senior’s face turn beet red, I awkwardly tried to explain myself.

Things had been a bit awkward between us since the final performance of <Farewell My Concubine>. Not that we’d grown distant. We were still close friends — closer than most. But her demeanor had shifted, becoming more… hesitant.

Probably because I had added that unplanned near-kiss scene, which had created a slight distance between us.

Each time I apologized, she waved it off as no big deal, trying not to dwell on it too much.

But I understood that as a dignified noblewoman, she must have felt quite embarrassed and startled.

So, I decided to quietly wait for her to feel at ease again.

“Shall we go then? We’re supposed to meet Maurice and Julian at the agreed location, right?”

“Yes, let’s go, Balthazar.”

She slipped her hand carefully under my arm, assuming the posture of a lady being escorted by a gentleman.

Just like always, she adopted the proper stance for a lady receiving a gentleman’s escort.

The only difference now was that, unlike before when she would energetically laugh and lead the way, she now avoided my gaze with a faintly blushed face.

‘It looks like it’ll take some time for things to return to normal.’

Still, I was genuinely grateful that Senior Rosalyn was a kind-hearted person.

Even though she must have been uncomfortable, she didn’t push me away and continued to approach me like this.

Today, we were heading to a tent of a traveling theater troupe that had recently moved to the capital.

With midterms nearly over, we’d decided to watch a performance to lift our spirits.

Maurice, his girlfriend Julian, Rosalyn, and I—all together.

Maurice jokingly called it a “double date,” but given the current awkwardness between Rosalyn and me, I could only chuckle wryly.

‘By the way, didn’t that theater troupe specialize in puppet shows?’

I think their name was ‘Wanderbühne’ or something. Given that I wasn’t too familiar with them, they must have gained prominence relatively recently in the theater world.

Word had it that they were the best in the empire when it came to puppet theater.

So, hearing about Wanderbühne’s visit had excited many students, who flocked to their shows.

Even Maurice, a fervent admirer of Phantom’s works, insisted that seeing a performance by Wanderbühne was a once-in-a-lifetime experience and had eagerly urged me to join.

‘But no matter how impressive a puppet show is, it’s still just a puppet show, right?’

It was a fair question, coming from a jaded, reincarnated Earthling.

I found myself sharing Maurice’s enthusiasm, wondering what all the fuss was about.

With senior clinging to my arm, we stepped out of the academy gates and into the bustling city streets.
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A short while later, we arrived under the large tent of the traveling theater troupe.

*Dum-Dum-Dum.*

A drumbeat echoed through the tent, followed by a clear, ringing voice.

“Hee hee hee! Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, welcome, welcome!”

Then, hop! A woman leaped onto a tall chair on the other side.

“You have entered the world of Wanderbühne, the greatest traveling theater troupe! The pinnacle of puppetry! A dangerous world where wonder and excitement never cease!”

She tipped her wide-brimmed silk hat and bowed gracefully to the audience.

Perched atop her light brown bob hair were a pair of bunny ears, standing perkily and looking quite cute.

She was Fluffy, the mountain rabbit beastman and the person in charge of the traveling troupe we came to see today.

With her small, adorable frame, she looked like a preschooler in a magician’s costume performing at a school play.

 

— End of Chapter —

⚘ ⚘ ⚘

If you liked the novel, do not forget to rate and review the novel on ⟿ NovelUpdates.

Also, if you cannot wait to see what lies ahead in the story, curious about what to unfold, I have added some ⟿ advanced chapters on the site.
I Became A Playwright In Medieval Fantasy - Chapter 40

				
✦  Chapter 40 – Wanderbühne Theatre (2)  ✦

「Translator – Creator」

𒋝𒋝𒋝𒋝𒋝



*Clap, clap, clap, clap!*

Thunderous applause erupted from the audience. The crowd cheered, urging Fluffy on.

“Woohoo! Wanderbühne! Wanderbühne!”

“Start the show already! I can’t wait any longer!”

“Hear, hear!”

“Haha, everyone’s quite eager!”

“Haha! They’re a passionate bunch, aren’t they?”

In response, Fluffy cheerfully raised her magician’s staff, adorned with a purple crystal.

Then, with a playful demeanor, she glanced around at the audience and asked with a proud tone,

“That’s what makes Fluffy happy! But tell me, ladies and gentlemen, do you even know what makes our Wanderbühne so famous?”

Puppet shows! The best puppet shows on the continent!” came a shout from the crowd.

“Bingo! Correct! The specialty of our traveling troupe is performing easy and convenient one-act plays while on the move!”

Fluffy smartly replied to the response from the audience.

““And our Wanderbühne’s bread and butter is puppet shows unmatched anywhere in the Empire! A vivid and eerie puppet show!”

“Waaah-!!”

The crowd went wild, their enthusiasm washing over me in waves.

I blinked in disbelief at the frenzied excitement.


“…Are the Wanderbühne’s puppet shows really that good?”

“Good? They’re beyond ‘good!’ ‘Good’ doesn’t even begin to cover it!”

The atmosphere felt less like attending a puppet show and more like watching a top-tier circus.

Maurice, who was sitting next to me, giggled excitedly.

“Of course, it doesn’t have the superior scenarios or direction of Phantom’s works. But instead, Wanderbühne excels at pleasing the eyes of the spectators.”

“How would you know? When have you ever seen their shows?”

“I saw them once when my family went on vacation to the west. It was incredible! I never imagined a puppet show could be so thrilling!”

“I remember that. During our vacation, Maurice only wrote about Wanderbühne in his love letters and never even asked how I was doing.”

His girlfriend, Julian, who sat beside him, pouted at his enthusiasm.

She had a cute, freckled face framed by fiery orange hair, currently styled in a chic bob. A playful smirk tugged at her lips as she turned to Rosalyn, who was seated on my other side.

Julian and Maurice had been dating for quite some time, so she and senior Rosalyn were quite close.

“When we went to see <Farewell My Concubine>, he even said he envied Xiang Yu for dating such a docile woman like Consort Yu. He should just break up with me and go find another girl. Right, Senior Rosalyn?”

“He… he said what?”

“You messed up, Maurice. You should apologize to your girlfriend right now.”

“No… that’s not what I meant! I just wish you wouldn’t be so… high-strung. Men prefer someone more… Ow, ow, ow!”

Julian pinched Maurice’s arm, prompting him to yelp softly.

Despite their exchange, it was clear the couple were joking around, so the atmosphere wasn’t tense.

Watching this familiar banter, I could only chuckle.

“…Heh.”

“Senior? Are you okay?”


“Uh, uh-huh.”

In contrast, Senior Rosalyn blushed deeply at the mention of <Farewell My Concubine>.

She turned so red that I seriously worried she might have fallen ill.

At that moment, Fluffy raised her staff with the crystal towards the roof of the tent and shouted.

“Now, let’s begin! Welcome to Wanderbühne’s secret show!”

*Click! Clack!*

As if on cue, the magic lanterns illuminating the tent dimmed, shrouding the audience in a blanket of darkness.

After that, a high-pitched, exaggerated falsetto laugh of a child echoed around.

Suddenly, a spotlight pierced the darkness, illuminating a lone figure walking into the center of the stage.

[Greetings, everyone! My name is Jonah! I am a marionette, born from the very gallows where criminals meet their end! It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance!]

A strange puppet descended, its limbs tied to strings from the ceiling.

It resembled a twisted, nightmarish version of Pinocchio, its painted-on smile at odds with its sinister introduction.

[But here’s the thing… I long to be a real boy! But for that to happen, I need to break free from these strings! Don’t you think I deserve to be free?]

“Of course, Jonah!”

“Cut those strings with your scissors!”

“You can do it!”

The audience cheered, their voices filled with encouragement for the marionette.

Meanwhile, I found myself losing interest and relaxing my tension.

‘Come on, really? Just a string-cutting performance?’

This kind of act was common even in puppet shows from my previous life.


They’d cut the visible fake strings with scissors while the puppeteer continued to control the puppet with transparent wires from above.

Ah, these naïve inhabitants of a fantasy world. They were making such a big deal over a cheap trick.

Feeling the arrogance of a modern genius, I smugly watched.

[Really? Can I really do it?]

The marionette Jonah danced joyfully, jingling and cheering.

Then snip, the strings attached to its limbs were all severed at once.

[I’m freee-!!]

The moment the last string was severed, the marionette let out a bloodcurdling laugh and vanished into the shadows.

Red and blue lights flashed one after another, causing the atmosphere to change abruptly.

*Ssssshh!*

A sinister fog flowed out, casting an eerie hue across the stage.

And then…

a spectacle unfolded before my eyes, one I could never have imagined—a Hyakki Yagyō.

“What… What… What is this?!”

Twisted, grotesque figures, ripped straight from a Guillermo del Toro film, filled the stage.

Accompanied by unsettling and eerie music, each one emerged to perform a one-act play in their own unique style.

…And each method of performance far exceeded my wildest imagination.

Kya-ha-ha-ha-!!

Ki-ri-ri, Ki-ric, Ki-rit!

A gigantic rat puppet, easily twice the size of a man, swooped across the tent, narrowly missing the audience’s heads.

Behind it, a ghostly figure with tattered white robes glided silently, a haunting melody trailing in its wake.

There was no visible space for puppeteers to hide, so I couldn’t fathom how they were flying.

But that was nothing compared to what came next.

*Ching! Cha-chang! Kang, Ka-ga-gak-!!*

*Ge-he-he-he-!!*

Human-sized puppets, resembling Japanese oni and hannya, dashed around the stage engaging in actual sword fights.

These Eastern asuras had impeccable martial arts movements, and the sight of bright red blood spurting everywhere each time they were slashed by swords or crescent blades made it hard to believe they were indeed puppets, not humans.

*Kya-ha-ha-ha-!!*

Finally, the last puppet, soaked in blood, laughed maniacally, ending the act.

The ventriloquist’s performance that followed was even more spine-chilling.

[Oh dear, Lani! You seem hungry! What would you like to eat?]

[I’m a ghoul craving human flesh! Lani wants to eat people! Fresh human meat is the best!]

[Really? You want to eat people? How exactly do you want to eat them?]

A beastman ventriloquist, holding a small puppet, engaged in a macabre dialogue while seated on stage.

The ghoul puppet, with its crimson maw agape, shrieked.

[Ha-ha! Let’s cut them! Slice them! Chop them! Shred them! Let’s bite into the fresh flesh!]

If that had been all, it might have been somewhat tame compared to the previous acts.

But in reality, it was the scariest performance so far.

[Ha-ha! Let’s cut them! Slice them! Chop them! Shred them! Let’s bite into the fresh flesh!]

[Ha-ha! Let’s cut them! Slice them! Chop them! Shred them! Let’s bite into the fresh flesh!]

[Ha-ha! Let’s cut them! Slice them! Chop them! Shred them! Let’s bite into the fresh flesh!]

Identical ghouls emerged from various spots on the now dimly lit stage; dozens of ventriloquist puppets, all perfectly synchronized, shouted in unison.

It was like a horror a cappella, and for a moment, the resonating echoes drove me nearly insane.

‘What is this? How are they doing this?’

Are there dozens of twin ventriloquists? Or is it just an illusion spell at work?

The various types of one-act puppet shows continued ceaselessly, each one displaying a unique and captivating style.

It was then that I realized where Wanderbühne’s reputation came from.

‘This is a Grotesque show?!’

Grotesque.

A term born from the bizarre and alien imagery found in ancient Roman ruins discovered in the 16th century.

Artistic images that instill a simultaneous sense of horror, revulsion, and alienation are what can be called Grotesque.

Grotesque developed as an artistic movement, branching from the Middle Ages’ visual arts into literature, music, and beyond.

It wasn’t until the 20th century that visual arts like film and theater began to actively employ these dreamlike, repulsive materials.

‘Who would have thought I’d see this in a medieval-esque fantasy world’s traveling troupe?’

Perhaps it’s because the Church doesn’t heavily interfere with the development of the arts here? This show was intense; a bizarre blend of artistry and horror, yet it didn’t seem to face any censorship.

Ironically, its highly stimulating nature might be why it’s so optimized for short-term gains in a wandering troupe.

After all, well-crafted horror is universally popular across ages and cultures.

“Sc-Sc-Scary! What do we do, Maurice?!”

“I-I’m scared too! Hold me, Julian!”

“But it’s so cool! I can’t tear my eyes away!”

“Damn it, me neither!”

What a scene.

The couple beside me was clinging to each other for dear life, their fear palpable – yet their eyes remained glued to the stage. Even senior Rosalyn was trembling, her grip on my arm tightening with every passing moment.

“Eek! Balthazar…!” she whimpered.

Although I was desensitized to horror from my previous life, it was clear that my senior, a native of this world, wasn’t quite as resilient.

But the final highlight of Wanderbühne was enough to nearly give even me a heart attack.

*Creeeak!*

*Ggrk, ggrrk!*

“Whoa!”

“Oh my god! Look at that!”

Gasps and cries of alarm rippled through the audience.

A colossal shadow stretched over the audience, reaching up to the tent’s ceiling.

An enormous puppet, fit for a street parade, had emerged.

The grotesque figure of a legendary giant, brought horrifyingly to life, approached.

I couldn’t even begin to guess how they were controlling that monstrous puppet.

Its giant hand swept over the heads of the audience.

And in the next moment,

“Kyahhhh!!”

Senior Rosalyn, her face completely drained of color, practically threw herself at me, burying her face in my chest.

“Ba-Balthazar….!” she sobbed.

“It’s okay, senior. I’m here with you. The show will be over soon. Just hang on a little bit longer.”

Senior Rosalyn buried her face in my chest, trembling uncontrollably.

As I held her close, patting her back gently, I whispered words of comfort.

That reflex action allowed me to swallow back the string of curses that were about to escape my mouth and regain my composure.

‘Damn… I thought it was a titan from Attack on Titan!’

The eerie texture peculiar to puppets, combined with the lifelike vitality of a real creature, created the illusion of a living giant. 

Had I encountered it without prior knowledge, I might have believed it to be a mindless titan from a certain Japanese anime.

The experience of such a thing lumbering towards me with an open palm was beyond frightening—it was a dimension-shattering shock.

My heart pounded in my chest, and I struggled to catch my breath…

…But simultaneously, a brilliant idea flickered to life, and I smiled with genuine admiration.

‘If it’s a troupe of this caliber, they might just be able to pull it off.’

The ancient fear of an unknowable entity, which could neither be communicated with, interacted with, nor understood.

The blend of grotesque visuals and a dreamlike atmosphere that creates the essence of mystical horror.

“…The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear.”

And the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown!

Reflecting on an author who pioneered the genre of Cosmic Horror, I monologued internally.

The deep-rooted fear codes of Western society, spanning eras, included a revulsion for cephalopods, curiosity about the abyss, and fear of demons.

A man who, though he was tarred with the brush of racism and fascism, nevertheless used these elements to carve a dark niche in genre literature.

Thinking of the modern ‘mythos’ he and his followers created, my mind whirred with inspiration.

If <Chaplin’s Comedy> slapstick antics could represent the absurdity of the external world, then this…

This time, it was a moment to display the grim inner world that shadowed a lifelong lonely writer, to evoke horror.

✧❅✦❅✧

Meanwhile, in an ominous and dark location whose exact position couldn’t be identified…

….someone was being dragged, chained to a cot on wheels.

The grotesque creatures that seemed to be stitched together from numerous lumps of flesh moved towards a dimly lit, isolated room.

“Let me go! Release me right now! Aaaaargh!”

A man struggled desperately, trying to free himself from his bonds.

But firmly bound by ropes, it was impossible to escape no matter how much he tried.

As the creatures quickened their pace and the mysterious room drew closer…

*Screech! Screech!*

*Sssshh, ssck, ssshh…!*

The sound of flesh being sliced and bone being sawed was chillingly vivid.

“Eek, argh!”

The monsters flung open the door and brought the terrified man to the center of the room.

As they stumbled back, someone with glasses emerged from the shadows.

“What’s this? A new test subject already? Well done. Bring him over here quickly.”

The figure, with a bone saw stained with blood and flesh, casually dusted off the residue from their surgical gloves and spoke nonchalantly.

“And then go out to find two more people to serve as test subjects. With those, we’ll wrap up today’s tasks.”

“What is this? Kidnapping a passerby in broad daylight?!”

The creatures obeyed the commands and withdrew, leaving the bound man thrashing and shouting in terror at the horrifying scene.

“You! Don’t you know this is a crime?! What grudge do you have against me to do this?!”

“Grudge? Oh, you seem to be misunderstanding your situation a bit.”

Giggling, the bespectacled figure sneered as they spoke.

“There’s no grudge involved. We simply needed a test subject. A fresh one for the research on immortality, to be exact. Unfortunately, you were just unlucky to get caught.”

“Unlucky? You just caught me by chance?!”

“Yes. But there’s no need to feel so upset about it.”

*Click-!!*

The sound of a lancet, designed to draw blood and administer medications, filled the air.

As the anesthetic inside was injected, the bespectacled figure added,

“From now on, you’ll be contributing to the advancement of humanity. A noble sacrifice for your otherwise useless body that would just rot away after death.”

Confronted with a string of ominous words, the man turned his head to survey the room’s interior.

In the next instant, his face, already pale, turned even whiter.

“U-uhhh…!”

Everywhere, scattered limbs and organs of dissected humans lay in disarray.

Jars filled with eyeballs and hearts lined the shelves.

Flayed skin, stretched taut, hung from the walls like macabre tapestries.

Alchemical flasks bubbled ominously, filled with unsettling concoctions.

“Now, now, hold still,” the figure chuckled, approaching with a gleaming scalpel. “Struggling will only prolong your suffering.”

As the man stared at the glinting lenses of the bespectacled figure, reminiscent of a demon’s gaze, he lost control and wet himself.

With nerves paralyzed by terror, his tongue stiffened, but he mustered all his strength to voice the question that haunted him most.

“Wh-who… who are you…?!”

“Me? Names are unnecessarily grandiose, so there’s no need for you to know.”

The bespectacled shadow laughed, the sound sharp and chilling.

“Just call me… ‘Doctor’.”

— End of Chapter —

 

⚘ ⚘ ⚘

If you liked the novel, do not forget to rate and review the novel on ⟿ NovelUpdates.

Also, if you cannot wait to see what lies ahead in the story, curious about what to unfold, I have added some ⟿ advanced chapters on the site.
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