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  Prologue


Reincarnated as the crown prince, I made a pact with a demon to escape a destiny of endless work and a miserable death.


Now, all that remains is my second self—a persona who will live out the dreams my main self never could achieve.

“I’m supposed to take on debt without consent, not even be given a chance to repay it, and then you’re just going to disappear? Mark my words—I’ll find you, no matter what.”

“Locate the author of this book and bring them to me. I’ll lock them away in a villa and make them write masterpieces for me for the rest of their life.”

“Robin Hood of the people! A hero who punishes the wicked and corrupt nobles! If only I could meet him…!”…Hmm.

Perhaps I’ve gone a bit too far.



 
  Chapter 1: #1 Prince Alondre


The capital of the Aizern Empire: Calastia.

Known as the “Radiant City,” this historic land lived up to its name, boasting numerous breathtaking and majestic landmarks. 

Among them stood the Golden Cloud Palace, the residence of the empire’s crown prince. 

Though it was not the emperor’s abode, its grandeur far exceeded the palaces of kings in other nations.

The palace’s name derived from its golden roof, shimmering like the sun itself. 

Within the towering walls lay an expansive garden rivaling a small forest, a serene pond, and a complex of buildings that included the main palace and multiple annexes. 

Over one hundred elite royal guards clad in state-of-the-art magical armor stood vigilant, while an entourage of secretaries, gardeners, chefs, maids, and other staff—over five hundred in total—served the palace.

The sheer manpower dedicated to a single individual might seem excessive, but none who worked at the Golden Cloud Palace dared call it wasteful. 

On the contrary, they believed even more resources should be devoted to its master.

Alondre Archandel Aizern.

Blessed with unmatched talent and character, this crown prince was regarded as the greatest in the history of the Aizern royal family. 

Many argued that no amount of investment would be too much to nurture such a figure.

As for how the crown prince himself felt about these sentiments?

“That’s insanity. Are they saying I should do even more work?”

With genuine exasperation, Alondre expressed his refusal. 

He loathed the idea from the depths of his soul.

And who could blame him?

More staff meant more management. 

A bigger budget? 

That just meant more responsibilities. 

While those hungry for power might enjoy the opportunity to expand their influence, Alondre was a different breed altogether.

“I should never have played along when they kept praising me…!”

For Alondre was a reincarnator.

Not one who recalled a past life after a childhood illness or head injury—no, his memories from his previous life had been intact from the moment of his birth. 

Though being fully conscious in an infant’s body was an ordeal, it also came with advantages. 

From an early age, Alondre had clarity of purpose and the ability to focus on his goals without wasting time.

Discovering that he had reincarnated into a medieval-esque world with fantasy elements, and more importantly, as the crown prince of one of its mightiest empires, he had secretly celebrated.

In his previous life, Alondre had harbored a deep love for fantasy, and being born into such privilege felt like winning the ultimate lottery.

Determined not to squander his rare chance, he threw himself into his education, working harder than anyone.

He excelled in his lessons, innovated using his past-life knowledge, and achieved feats beyond what anyone expected of him. 

However, it was this very diligence that led to his current predicament.

“Your Highness! To manifest aura at such a young age—truly a remarkable talent! Now, let us learn how to channel it into your sword!”

“Your Highness! Such scholarly achievements are unheard of! As your tutor, I am honored beyond words. Next, we shall delve into ancient literature and epigraphy!”

“Your Highness! The four-crop rotation method you proposed has yielded tremendous results! Increasing food production without magic or blessings—this is an accomplishment for the history books!”

“Your Highness! Please, do this, and that, and everything else!”

The pattern was clear: the more he accomplished, the more responsibilities piled up.

This was a truth Alondre had known well in his past life as a soldier—excelling in the military only meant being given more tasks to handle. 

Now, as a crown prince, the same rule applied.

Realizing that things were spiraling out of control, Alondre tried to withdraw, but his father, the emperor, delivered the final blow.

“With such exceptional talent and exemplary conduct, the crown prince is truly a blessing to the empire. However, knowledge gained solely from books is not enough. Therefore, I entrust practical duties to the crown prince so that his abilities may fully bloom. Ministers, support him well.”

Thus, a portion of the emperor’s workload was handed down to Alondre.

The ministers hailed this as a sign of the emperor’s deep favor, for granting authority to manage imperial affairs was akin to sharing power. 

Alondre, already the strongest contender for succession as the emperor’s eldest son, now solidified his position as the undeniable heir.

While others celebrated this development, Alondre could only despair.

More work? 

Was this a joke?

If they were going to pile duties onto him, couldn’t they at least reduce his lessons? 

No—he had to attend all his classes and handle imperial affairs. 

From dawn to dusk, his life became a relentless cycle of work and study.

‘This… is supposed to be fantasy?’

Where were the adventures? 

The bonds formed with new companions? 

The grand journey to thwart a world-threatening conspiracy?

Even though he could unleash aura with his sword, he rarely had time to practice it. 

The fantasy he had dreamed of seemed further away than ever.

Late one night, unable to sleep, Alondre visited the palace library. 

He sought something to lift his spirits, to distract him from the suffocating reality.

“Your Highness, what brings you here at this hour?”

“I couldn’t sleep. I wish to read quietly, so please keep disturbances to a minimum.”

Using the polished, formal speech he had grown accustomed to, Alondre instructed the patrolling knight before wandering through the vast shelves.

But his search left him disappointed.

“…As expected, there are no simple adventure tales here.”

The library was filled with scholarly tomes and treatises—valuable resources for any academic. 

But for someone seeking nothing more than a good story to enjoy, there was nothing to be found.

Alondre stood in the small library of the Golden Cloud Palace, his personal residence. 

Though modest by his standards, others would have found it grand. 

However, this was not the library he sought today. 

The palace’s main library, steeped in history, promised treasures untold. 

Or so he had hoped. 

His search, alas, had ended in disappointment.

Only members of the royal family could access this library, a legacy dating back to the era of the first emperor. 

Yet how many royals actually took the time to visit such a place? 

Books required consistent care, yet here, even the touch of a human hand was unnecessary. 

Magic circles took care of everything, leaving the place in a state of near-abandonment. 

According to records, the last addition to the collection was over a century ago.

As Alondre prepared to let out a sigh, lamenting the difficulty of finding even a brief distraction, something caught his attention.

“Hmm?”

A ripple in the flow of magic emanated from the spell maintaining the library’s humidity and cleanliness. 

It was subtle, but unmistakably warped. Alond’s curiosity piqued, and he approached the source.


He examined a seemingly ordinary bookshelf, his fingers probing until something clicked. 

A soft grinding sound echoed as the bookshelf slid aside, revealing a hidden door.

For a moment, Alondre stood in silence, his mind torn between caution and curiosity.

‘This is too suspicious. I should step back and alert others to investigate. If something happens to me, the consequences as crown prince would be immense.’

‘Scared?’

‘What?’

Curiosity overpowered caution in an instant. Alondre opened the door.

Unlike the sprawling grandeur of the palace library, the hidden room was modest in size. 

At its center stood a pedestal, and atop it rested a crimson book. 

Malevolent energy seeped from the book, only to be halted by a circular magic circle encasing the pedestal. 

The magic circle, however, showed signs of deterioration, its lines faded like glass about to shatter.

“A sealing magic circle. Quite advanced,” Alondre muttered.

“But it’s been left neglected for far too long. That’s why the outer magic flow felt distorted.”

His thoughts raced, piecing together the puzzle.

The first emperor’s library. 

‘A hidden room.’

‘A sealed book.’

‘Was this place designed to confine something?’

‘Did the keepers of this knowledge disappear, leaving the room forgotten?’

It was dangerous. 

But it was also fascinating.

In his monotonous routine of labor and education, this discovery was a breath of life. And besides…

‘The weakened seal means the book’s power has diminished significantly. Even if something goes wrong, I can handle it.’

His decision made, Alondre reached for the book. 

The moment his fingertips brushed its surface, the book sprang open of its own accord.

A crimson mist surged out, coalescing into the form of a stunning woman.

Her figure was striking, her curves accentuated by the thin, clinging fabric she wore. 


Black wings reminiscent of a bat extended from her back, and a long tail swayed behind her. 

Her glossy black hair framed a face with fiery red eyes that glowed like gemstones.

She was the kind of beauty that could make anyone stop and stare.

The woman smiled, her voice as smooth as velvet.

“Thank you for waking me. Now, won’t you tell me your heart’s deepest desire?”



 
  Chapter 2: Prince Alondre (2)


Lucidra, the great demoness who once terrorized the entire continent, was a name spoken with dread in the distant past.

She seduced, corrupted, and led countless souls to ruin.

Unable to bear her deeds any longer, the heroes of that era united their strength to seal her away.

Trapped in a suffocating book, she endured an eternity of confinement.

“…So, you’re saying you’ll grant my wish. Is that right?”

Today, however, marked the end of her imprisonment. 

Lucidra smiled bitterly to herself, though outwardly she maintained a gentle and kind expression.

“Yes, if you make a contract with me, I can grant any wish you desire.”

“Hmm.”

The young man who had discovered the book containing her seal appeared to hesitate. 

Lucidra felt an unusual sense of urgency. 

She knew demons shouldn’t rush a contract, but the young man before her was irresistible.

Golden hair and piercing blue eyes, his refined features were the epitome of nobility. 

Even through his immaculate attire, his strong physique was evident, and the aura of immense, refined magical power he exuded was undeniable. 

Most of all, his youth betrayed an inexperience with the world, making him an easy mark.

For a demon whose craft was temptation and corruption, he was a feast laid out on a silver platter. 

To Lucidra, starved from centuries of enforced fasting, his very existence was tantalizing. 

Resisting him felt like standing before the finest delicacies and being told not to eat.

“Come now, tell me. Wealth? Fame? Power? Or… perhaps women?”

As she uttered the last word, Lucidra twisted her body alluringly, her gaze smoldering. 

Lust, after all, was the easiest and most effective tool for corrupting humans.

At last, the young man opened his mouth.

“Can you give me… a vacation?”

“…What?”

Lucidra blinked, questioning her own ears. 

Had she misheard him after such a long time without conversing with a human? 

However, the young man interpreted her confusion differently.

“Ah, my apologies. I suppose I wasn’t clear. I mean a genuine vacation. A proper rest, free of strings like ‘you’ll need to work extra tomorrow to make up for today’ or ‘sorry to bother you on your day off, but this is urgent.’ A real vacation.”

“I—wait, it’s not that I don’t understand the meaning, but…”

“Please, I’m begging you! If you can guarantee me proper leisure time, I’ll grant you anything within reason. Wealth? Fame? Power? Name your price!”

Lucidra gaped at him. Wasn’t that exactly what she had offered? 

Why was a human throwing the words of a demon back at her? 

It was only then that she noticed something she had overlooked in her excitement.

While the young man’s outward appearance was flawless—his skin clear and his form impeccable—his soul told a different story. 

Through her demonic sight, she could see the heavy fatigue shadowing his eyes and the unrelenting weariness in his aura. 

There was also… a glint of something unhinged in those eyes.

Human eyes, filled with unbridled desire, were like jewels to Lucidra.

But this…

“This is kind of… scary,” she muttered under her breath, breaking into a cold sweat. 

She had the distinct feeling she’d made a mistake in approaching this particular human, but retreat was not an option.

Though the seal binding her had broken, her freedom was still limited. 

Outside this room lay countless barriers and magic users with formidable power. 

If she stepped out alone, she would be detected and cornered almost immediately. 

She couldn’t afford to let this opportunity slip away.

“A vacation, you say. Very well. I can beguile those who impose work on you. They’ll believe the tasks have been completed even if you’ve done nothing.”

“Wouldn’t that be a temporary fix? The work itself would still exist, and eventually, someone would notice the discrepancy.”

“Then I could make them do the work for you.”

“Hmm, but that would mean they’re making decisions under my name without my oversight. If something went wrong, I’d be left to deal with the aftermath.”

“…I’ll also ensure that any blame for mistakes is deflected onto someone else.”

“Using tricks like that will only lead to karma. I’d rather avoid that.”

Lucidra sighed internally. 

Did this man even want to rest? 

He seemed more concerned with the details than the idea of a vacation itself. 

Was he overthinking everything because he was simply incapable of letting go?

Still, her pride as a demoness would not allow her to concede.

“All right. What about this? I’ll teach you a spell to create a clone.”

“A clone? Wouldn’t that just be an illusion?”

“No, not at all. This would be a real body, with substance and partial access to your abilities. You could leave it in your place while you do whatever you want.”

The young man’s eyes gleamed with interest, and Lucidra didn’t miss the moment.

“Do the clone and the original share memories? How does the control work?”

“You’ll control both simultaneously, like using your right and left hand independently.”

“And the duration? Magic consumption?”

“It depends. The more magic you have, the longer the clone lasts. However, if you expend significant magic, the duration shortens accordingly.”

Lucidra wasn’t lying. 

Creating and managing multiple bodies was easy for demons like her, but for a human, it would be mentally exhausting. 

She conveniently omitted the detail that when the clone vanished, the original would suffer backlash. 

After all, he hadn’t asked.

“And the price of the contract?”

“Let me stay by your side. If I move alone, the barriers will detect me. But if I hide within your shadow, I can avoid them.”

“Is that all?” The young man’s tone was surprised, almost amused.

Lucidra smirked inwardly. 

He likely thought her request insignificant. 

Once he experienced the strain of the spell, he would collapse, disoriented and defenseless. 

That would be her moment to strike, to offer him another deal he couldn’t refuse.

“Of course. You freed me, after all. Consider it a gesture of gratitude.”

“Very well. Let’s make a contract.”

As their hands clasped, Lucidra’s knowledge flowed into the young man, granting him access to forbidden magic—magic no ordinary human could comprehend. 

But just as one need not know how to forge a sword to wield it, the young man would undoubtedly use the spell she had granted.

And when he did, Lucidra would be waiting.

The certainty of being able to do it must have been overturned as well.


The young man closed his eyes and drew upon his magical power.


Shortly after, a duplicate identical to the young man appeared beside him.


Lucidra cheered in amazement.

Soon, the young man would display an indescribable spectacle.

“Hmm. So, this is how it feels.”


“It’s a little awkward, but I think I’ll get used to it.”


“The mana consumption is manageable. If it’s just for daily actions, it could almost sustain itself indefinitely.”


“Of course, due to the structure of temporarily splitting off part of one’s soul, if the duplicate is destroyed, the main body will take considerable damage. But for such a groundbreaking magic, that much is a fair price to pay.”


“Ultimately, since both parts have to be adjusted in real time, it’s not exactly ‘resting’ in the normal sense, but still, having a separate body to enjoy leisure is a blessing!”


“Yes, yes. Besides, sleeping on a magic circle quickly restores physical fatigue. Mental fatigue was the real problem, and this solves that.”

“Thank you, nameless demon.”

The two young men expressed their gratitude without a care, leaving Lucidra’s face stiff as stone.

“Huh? Eh?”

As she made a dumbfounded noise, the young man extended his hand toward her.

“Alondre Archandel Aizern. Though I may be lacking, I am the crown prince of the empire. I look forward to your cooperation. What’s your name?”

“…Lucidra.”

“Lucidra, then. Did you say you wanted to escape from here? Let’s hurry. Though I said I’d quietly pass the time, if I linger in the library too long, someone might get suspicious and come in.”

Lucidra had many things to say. She genuinely wanted to ask how he could be so unscathed.

However, asking that would essentially be admitting, ‘I tried to mess with you.’

In the end, Lucidra could only nod, her cheek twitching. 

Her body dissolved into red mist and was absorbed into Alondre’s shadow.

Watching his shadow with amusement, Alondre returned the emptied book to its original state and exited the library.

***

A few days later.

Lucidra still remained hidden within Alondre’s shadow, following him closely.

Her failure to force an unfair contract on Alondre had left her weakened, and more than that, she felt a sense of defeat at not being able to manipulate him as she had intended.

And once again, she realized one thing: this human was truly strange.

“Hmm, excellent. This is splendid. What do you think, Lucidra? Isn’t this the perfect look for an adventurer?”

In Alondre’s private room, he spoke cheerfully while addressing his duplicate.

Lucidra was at a loss for words.

It was no wonder—his duplicate looked entirely different from before.

While Alondre had blond hair and blue eyes, the duplicate had red hair and brown eyes. His face appeared younger and plainer.

If Alondre resembled an ancient sculpture brought to life, this duplicate looked more like a reasonably handsome young man who had just shed his boyishness—a common sight in any village.

Moreover, unlike Alondre’s ornate and regal attire, the duplicate wore simple cloth and leather armor. 

No one would suspect the two were the same person.

But that wasn’t what truly shocked Lucidra.

Changing the appearance of a duplicate was no big deal for a demon of her caliber.

The real problem lay in the fact that Alondre had altered not just the appearance but the very essence of the duplicate.

‘…What on earth did he do while creating this duplicate?’

“Hmm. Since it’s a duplicate, its overall specs are lower than the original. So instead of leaving it as a jack-of-all-trades, I specialized it in a single function. This duplicate is focused entirely on swordsmanship—physical abilities, body enhancement efficiency, and aura. Of course, it can’t use any magic at all.”

Did this man even understand the implications of modifying demonic magic so freely? 


Or had the world changed so much during her time sealed away that this was considered normal?

‘In any case, it’s better to stick with him and gather information for now. While the main body stays in the palace, the duplicate will explore the outside world. That’s a good chance for me to observe.’

Having made up her mind, Lucidra asked, “So, what’s this duplicate’s name? You’re not going to use your real name, are you?”

The crown prince grinned.

“Bern. Adventurer Bern.”



 
  Chapter 3: New Adventurer Bern


The strength of law enforcement and the prosperity of the adventurer industry have an inversely proportional relationship.

If the nation is functioning properly and soldiers maintain public order effectively, the profession of adventuring cannot thrive.

Dangerous monsters are periodically eliminated by the military, and criminals who disrupt order are handled by the guards, leaving little room for adventurers to shine.

No, it’s not just unnecessary—it’s a hindrance.

An uncontrollable force acting independently within the nation’s borders, governed only by its own rules, is bound to be seen as an inconvenience.

In that sense, the Kingdom of Birka was an ideal country for adventurers.

In simpler terms, it was a kingdom in disarray, with the royal family failing to fulfill its duties.

The king and court nobles were consumed by indulgence and greed, neglecting their responsibilities, and most local lords, with a few exceptions, followed suit.

Stability over progress, conservatism over reform.

Instead of competing and striving for success, they colluded amongst themselves, resulting in gaping holes in public security.

These gaps were filled by adventurers and the guild system.

Minstrels sang of it as “The Land of Adventurers.”

Dreamers seeking fortune and fame flocked to the guilds from both within and beyond the kingdom’s borders.

Unfortunately for the guilds, many of these hopefuls turned out to be far from ideal recruits.

***

“What? Sewage rats? You think I climbed all the way up here just to catch rats? Give me a proper quest!”

Whiners demanding high-paying, prestigious quests despite having no track record.

“Hey! The reward was supposed to be two silver coins! Why am I only getting five copper? Because I broke a villager’s leg while drunk? That punk deserved it!”

Thugs causing trouble, receiving penalties, and then angrily blaming others.

“Do you know who I am? I’m close friends with the heir of Baron Zenster! Show some respect!”

Boasters expecting preferential treatment due to imagined connections.

“Spitting in my face, huh? You think I’m a joke? Let go of me! Ow, ow, ow!”

Bullies threatening staff and getting beaten up by guild guards.

***

The endless parade of problematic individuals left the guild receptionists perpetually stressed, some even treating adventurers like criminals.

This perception wasn’t entirely unjustified, as many adventurers were either former criminals or potential ones.

Receptionists, the “face” of the guild, were the flowers blooming in this rough industry, bearing their own burdens.

“…So, you’re asking me to take on the role of a receptionist?”

Even so, this seemed excessive.

Blanca, a mid-level adventurer in her third year, couldn’t hide her incredulous expression as she looked at the woman before her.

Her visible discontent and refusal were clear enough, but the branch manager of the Eastern Guild didn’t flinch as she replied, “Yes. Just for one month. By then, Bellona should recover and return to her duties.”

“Why not hire a new receptionist instead of bothering me, an adventurer?”

“Five.”

“…What?”

“Five receptionists quit because they were fed up with those damn adventurers.”

The manager sighed, taking a long drag from her pipe.

“Adventurers think receptionists are just desk workers, but finding someone who can read, write, communicate effectively, maintain the guild’s reputation, and stand up to their unreasonable demands isn’t easy.”

“I’m an adventurer, too, you know.”

“Exactly. That’s why you’re perfect. You won’t cry and quit like the others. You can write, speak properly, have a rare sense of decorum for an adventurer, and even your looks are pleasant. You’re practically the ideal candidate.”

The manager tapped the pipe against an ashtray, adding, “Besides, I know your situation. Your favorite staff is broken, you need new gear, and you owe the guild money. I’ve been lenient so far, but that won’t last forever.”

Blanca swallowed hard.

The manager’s words sounded like, We’ve been considerate so far, but her timing made the threat clear: refuse, and we’ll start debt collection like everyone else.

Resigned, Blanca sighed deeply.

“…Fine. One month, right?”

“Good. The pay isn’t bad. Better than what you’re earning now, at least.”

Blanca grimaced, her pride stung by the unspoken implication.

***

Despite her frustration, Blanca’s talents as a receptionist were undeniable.

She handled troublesome adventurers with composure and competence.

“No, this is unacceptable. Take it back.”

“What? I collected ten cleanroot roots just like the request said!”

“These are broken, dried, or missing parts. I told you to dig them out carefully with the surrounding soil, remember?”

“I never heard that!”

“If you say so. Regardless, half of these are unusable. Come back when you’ve collected the full amount.”

***

Blanca’s experience as a third-tier adventurer made her exceptionally capable. 

With most adventurers failing to reach even the second tier, her expertise was invaluable. 

She understood their tricks, limits, and personalities in a way no ordinary receptionist could match.

Still, as the weekly coins jingled in her pocket, Blanca’s thoughts grew conflicted.

The pay wasn’t as good as her best days as an adventurer, but it was steady.

Given her current state—debt-ridden and lacking proper equipment—stability was hard to ignore.

Remaining as a receptionist might be the wiser choice, even the right one.

But deep down, the remnants of her dreams clung stubbornly, refusing to let her give up entirely.

Blanca refused to let him go.

“Hooh…”

Then, one day, ten days before Blanca’s temporary contract was set to expire, she spotted a young man.

He looked to be in his late teens, with messy red hair and eyes gleaming as he curiously glanced around the guild.

His appearance screamed “aspiring adventurer,” drawing quiet chuckles and amused glances from all corners of the room.

Whether they found him endearing or ridiculous, the red-haired youth seemed blissfully unaware of their judgment.

With confident strides, he approached the reception desk where Blanca stood.

“I’d like to become an adventurer. How do I do that?” he asked.

“Hmmm.”

Blanca scrutinized the young man again.

He wore simple but practical leather armor, and an unadorned iron sword hung at his side.

Compared to the cheapest gear—layered cloth armor and roughly hewn wooden clubs—his equipment was slightly better, hinting that he hadn’t arrived at the guild as a desperate last resort but had prepared beforehand.

Considering his rather handsome face, Blanca mused to herself, ‘A minor noble, or maybe the third son of a wealthy merchant family?’

After forming a rough estimate, she asked, “You’ll need five silver coins to register as an adventurer. Do you have that much?”

The young man wordlessly produced the coins, and Blanca picked up a pen and paper.

Since few adventurers could read or write, receptionists handled the paperwork on their behalf.

“What’s your name?”

“Bern.”

“Where are you from?”

“A village on the southern border of the Isern Empire.”

“Does the village have a name?”

“We didn’t use one among ourselves, and I don’t know what others called it.”

It wasn’t common, but it wasn’t unheard of either.

Many adventurers lied about their origins, and the guild wasn’t meticulous about verifying such details.

“Any special skills?”

“I know my way around a sword.”

“Hunting experience?”

“I caught a rabbit on my way here. Does that count?”

At that, a few seasoned adventurers lounging nearby burst into laughter.

“Oh, a rabbit! Truly a fearsome beast! Anyone who eats a rabbit stew will fall into a food coma, no matter how skilled they are!”

“Don’t tease him too much. He’s already better than that one who bragged about taking down a wolf, only to wet himself and run away when the hunt started.”

“Fair point. Honesty is a virtue!”

Despite their teasing, Bern didn’t seem offended. 

Instead, he gazed at them with the curiosity of someone observing something entirely new.

Blanca sighed.

“Don’t mind them. If you react to every little thing, you won’t last long as an adventurer.”

“Oh, I’m not upset. It’s actually kind of funny.”

“…?”

Blanca found his response peculiar but chose not to dwell on it.

“You’re now registered as a Rank 1 adventurer. You can take guild quests officially, and if you build up enough accomplishments, you’ll be promoted to Rank 2 and receive an adventurer’s badge. Any questions?”

“Are there any quests I can take right now?”

“Let’s see… Sewer cleaning, weeding, or warehouse organizing. Pick one.”

Even as Blanca spoke, she braced herself.

These tasks were menial, filthy, and poorly paid—the kind that drew the most complaints from new adventurers.

Many arrived with inflated self-confidence, only to balk at the reality of such mundane work.

To her surprise, Bern responded without hesitation.

“I’ll start with the warehouse organizing.”

“Huh?”

“Warehouse organizing,” he repeated.

“Uh, okay. Go west from the guild, and you’ll see a gray building. Look for the man with a burn scar on his cheek and follow his instructions. Don’t forget to bring back proof of completion.”

“Understood.”

With an air of calm, Bern walked out of the guild, leaving the other adventurers muttering about his lack of spirit.

Soon, they lost interest and moved on to other topics.

Blanca shrugged.

If the newbie followed orders without complaint, that was all that mattered to her.


About thirty minutes later.


“Good afternoon.”

“Hmm? What’s this? Did you give up already?”

“No, I finished. Here’s the proof.”

“…What?”

Blanca stared at Bern, who handed her the completion token.

Normally, that job took a minimum of two hours, and on busy days, up to six.

Yet here he was, claiming to have finished in just thirty minutes.

Her mind flooded with questions.



 
  Chapter 4: New Adventurer Bern (2)


In the life of an adventurer, there are truths one inevitably comes to understand.

Among them: the world is filled with astonishingly foolish people who, without considering the consequences, blurt out things that will undoubtedly get them caught.

So, when Bern claimed to have completed his first assignment, Blanca was inclined to laugh it off.

He seemed competent enough on the surface, but appearances often deceived.

However, the moment she saw the proof of completion in his hands, Blanca realized this was no laughing matter.

‘He stole it.’

Paul, the warehouse keeper, was a notoriously stubborn man.

No mere rookie adventurer could intimidate him or barter with him for the proof of completion.

For Bern to have it meant he had resorted to illegal means.

No, it would be better if he had merely stolen it.

What if he had used force?

Blanca doubted someone as physically imposing as Paul could be overpowered by a rookie adventurer.

Still, what if Paul had been caught off guard?

Her gaze darkened momentarily, but she quickly erased any trace of suspicion and addressed Bern with feigned indifference.

“Hm. This will take a little time to process. Please take a seat over there and wait. I’ll call you when it’s done.”

“Understood.”

Bern complied without resistance, taking a seat in the waiting area. 

Blanca exchanged glances with another receptionist, who gave a subtle nod. 

Confirming this, Blanca discreetly slipped out through the guild’s back door and headed to the warehouse where the client resided.

She figured it would be quicker to investigate the situation herself than to delegate it to someone else.

Upon arriving, she found Paul slumped on the ground in front of the warehouse, looking utterly dazed.

“Paul! Are you okay? What happened?”

Paul, his usual sharp demeanor replaced by a vacant stare, blinked a few times before muttering, “That adventurer… did…”

“What? What did he do?”

“He did… an excellent job.”

Blanca blinked. 

Was Paul delusional?

“We need to get you to the temple immediately.”

“No, no, that’s not it!” 

Paul snapped back, shaking his head. 

“Just look inside the warehouse!”

Still perplexed, Blanca peered into the warehouse.

What she saw left her speechless.

The notorious chaos of Paul’s warehouse—a labyrinth of clutter and disarray—had been transformed into an orderly space. 

It looked so spacious and well-organized that she momentarily doubted whether the warehouse itself had expanded.

Paul scratched the back of his head sheepishly.

“At first, he just followed my instructions, moving items here and there. But then, before I realized it, he started organizing things on his own. By the time he was done, he even explained how he had sorted everything. It was like… like he was possessed!”

“That doesn’t make sense! Organization requires more than brute strength.”

“This wasn’t just about strength,” Paul said, shaking his head.

“That guy carried a crate full of metal swords like it was a paper bag. And his sense of order—it was incredible. Do you think I’m making this up?”

Blanca had no response.

“Send him back here sometime, will you? If he works here once a week, my job will become a dream!”

Paul’s uncharacteristically content expression was so jarring that Blanca couldn’t help but shake her head in disbelief as she returned to the guild.

At the back door, the guild staff—alert and ready for action—gathered around her.

“Well?” 

One of them asked anxiously.

“It’s nothing serious. The client was just so satisfied with the work that they handed over the proof immediately.”

“Hah! Really? That stubborn old man?”

“Phew, I was worried for nothing.”

The staff visibly relaxed. 

Handling a rookie adventurer was easy enough, but if that rookie caused trouble, it could mean a long night of overtime for everyone.

Returning to the reception desk, Blanca found Bern waiting, arms crossed and eyes closed, exuding a peculiar calm.

Suppressing her irritation, Blanca called him over.

“Your request has been approved. Here’s your reward.”

She laid a few coins on the desk.

For a first-tier adventurer, the pay wasn’t much—just enough for a rock-hard loaf of bread, a watery soup, and a night in the communal dormitory.

Thirty completed requests were required to advance to the second tier, which meant enduring a month of grueling, low-pay work while saving nothing.

It was no wonder seasoned adventurers referred to this period as “the sieve,” separating the unworthy from the true contenders.

Handing over the coins, Blanca offered a rare piece of advice.

“Guild jobs take a cut for fees, so simple labor might actually pay better if you get hired directly. The client seemed very satisfied—why not consider working there?”

Bern blinked, then smiled.

“Thank you for the suggestion, but becoming an adventurer is one of my dreams.”

“Ah, I see.” 

Blanca didn’t press further.

Experience was the best teacher. 

Eventually, Bern would face reality.

“So, will you take another request? There’s still time for one more.”

“I’ll take the sewer-cleaning request. I’ve heard about it, but I’ve never done it myself.”

“You’ll regret it,” she muttered, handing over the details.

As Bern walked away, Blanca watched him with mild curiosity and a tinge of pity.

“Dreaming of becoming an adventurer, huh?” 

She murmured.

There were few professions less suited to that romantic notion.

Swallowing the words she couldn’t bring herself to say aloud, Blanca returned to her duties, while Bern continued his steady progress as a first-tier adventurer.

There was such a moment.

[This is ridiculous.]

Within the shadow of Bern, Lucidra clicked her tongue as if she couldn’t believe it.

Bern, without speaking aloud, replied to Lucidra through his thoughts.

‘What is it now?’

[Why do you have that tone?]

‘This has always been my tone.’

[What nonsense. You used to speak like some grand noble.]

‘That’s the crown prince over in the Empire. I’m different.’

[…]

Lucidra stared at Bern with an expression that screamed, “What is wrong with this guy?”

She already knew that if she moved to Bern’s shadow on his main body and spoke again, he would naturally slip back into that pompous noble tone.


However, she had learned from experience that arguing with this shameless man would only tire her out.

So she changed the subject.

[Why are you going through all these roundabout motions? Is pulling weeds really that fun?]

‘Not particularly fun, but it’s a necessary task for promotion, so it can’t be helped.’

[Seriously? Why not just storm into that guild or whatever, flash your aura, and be done with it? A single display of power, and they’ll come running to serve you.]

Lucidra had been observing for a while and concluded that the adventurers here were generally pitifully weak.

A second-tier adventurer was just a slightly trained ordinary person, and only at the third tier could someone infuse their weapons or bodies with mana for a bit of reinforcement.

As for aura, the ability to imbue a weapon with mana for direct physical force, achieving that was equivalent to being at least fourth-tier in raw power.

But Bern was skeptical.

‘Adventurers are not back-alley thugs. While strength is important, reliability and responsibility in completing requests are even more crucial. Flashing some power isn’t going to instantly earn recognition as a high-ranking adventurer.’

[Still, you might at least get some bonus points.]

‘True enough.’

Bern nodded calmly.

However, he added,‘But is there really any need to rush? I don’t know much about the adventurer industry anyway. Climbing up step by step from the bottom is better for learning the ropes.’

[Ha. I don’t get why you insist on this frustrating method.]

‘Oh dear, you must be addicted to instant gratification. How unfortunate. People should live with a bit of patience.’

Lucidra didn’t know exactly what “instant gratification” meant, but she could tell she was being mocked.

Just as she was about to lash out—

Thud!

Bern’s shoulder bumped into someone as he walked.

To be more precise, even though Bern moved aside, the other person deliberately followed his motion and collided with him.

“Oh, really? You bump into me and don’t even apologize? Huh?”

The man who collided with Bern barked in a rough tone, his face twisted in anger.

“Hey, take it easy. He’s just some rookie catching rabbits to become an adventurer. He might start crying.”

“Hey, newbie! Apologize quickly! If you piss him off, it won’t end well for you!”

Behind the man, a group that seemed to be his companions sneered, their mouths curled in mocking grins.

Lucidra asked curiously,[Did you get into a fight with these people when I wasn’t looking?]

‘No, I haven’t even spoken to them before.’

[Ah. Then it’s just jealousy.]

Bern’s pace of completing requests was quite fast, and his client satisfaction was consistently high.

It wasn’t due to some grand secret; he simply worked diligently, combining strength and efficiency. 

Even so, it earned him a good reputation within the adventurer’s guild, with people jokingly calling him the next ace.

Some people, however, hated seeing others succeed and be recognized.

“Hey, say something!”

“He looks scared stiff!”

“That’s what happens when you act out of your league.”

The mocking continued as Bern blinked slowly at the group before him.

Then he lightly tapped the shoulder of the thug who had bumped into him.

It was a faint touch, seemingly without much force, yet the effect was dramatic.

Thwack!

The thug flew through the air as if hit by a carriage, rolling across the ground before collapsing into a limp heap.

The man twitched a few times, groaning, before falling silent.

The thugs, who had been jeering at Bern, as well as the bystanders watching the commotion, froze in place.

Bern spoke.

“Oh, my apologies for bumping into you.”

An indescribable silence followed.

From within his shadow, Lucidra stared in disbelief.

[Wait, didn’t you just talk about patience and rules earlier?]

‘And I’ve just learned another rule of adventuring: “If someone acts like a jerk without reason, give them a reason.” The world is full of lessons.’

That’s not a rule of adventuring; you’re just petty, she thought but kept it to herself.

As for the thugs, who eventually regained their senses and started yelling, there was no need to pay them any attention.


If they were foolish enough to choose violence after witnessing such clear power, their fate was sealed anyway.

[Hmm?]

Suddenly, Lucidra sensed a peculiar gaze.

A woman with bright sky-blue hair and eyes was watching Bern intently.

She was probably Blanca, the receptionist, and her eyes gleamed with a strange light as she observed Bern effortlessly subduing the thugs.



 
  Chapter 5: New Adventurer Bern (3)


The incident Bern caused in the heart of the city quickly became the hottest topic at the Adventurers’ Guild.

Who would have thought? 

The diligent and capable rookie had beaten his senior adventurers senseless, leaving them as helpless as dust under pouring rain.

“I should’ve been there to see it myself!”

“Hahaha! That’s the kind of guts an adventurer needs!”

“I always knew those guys would get what they deserved someday!”

Hearing the murmurs around him, Bern tilted his head in confusion.

The receptionist, Blanca, who had been explaining the situation, noticed his reaction.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing. I was just wondering if this reaction is normal. After all, it’s not every day a rookie beats up his fellow guild members, is it?”

Blanca let out a dry chuckle.

“You seem to be under some kind of misconception. The adventurers in this guild don’t really have much camaraderie or loyalty to each other.”

Her tone turned slightly sardonic as she explained.

“Think of it like this. Suppose you’re a regular customer at a famous store. If another customer—especially a notorious troublemaker—gets beaten up outside the store, would you feel the need to defend them?”

“So you’re saying it’s the same situation here?”

“Pretty much. Adventurers compete for good requests just like customers fight over limited-edition items at a store. While the store owner might intervene if there’s trouble inside, they wouldn’t care what happens outside. The guild works the same way.”

“So, I won’t face any penalties for what happened, right?” Bern confirmed.

“If you had been working on the same request and betrayed them mid-task, it would be a different story. But as it stands, no.”

“Hm, I see.”

From the shadows at his feet, Lucidra spoke, her voice amused.

[You sound disappointed. Isn’t this a good thing?]

‘Well, I was hoping for some dramatic reaction like, “How dare this insolent rookie lay a hand on his seniors!”‘

Whether or not Lucidra noticed, she gave him a cold stare.

Bern, oblivious, bowed to Blanca.

“Thanks for explaining everything.”

“It’s nothing. Actually, I had something to talk to you about anyway.”

Blanca placed a small wooden badge, slightly larger than her palm, on the counter with a firm tap.

“This is the adventurer badge issued starting at Rank 2. It means you’re now officially recognized as a proper member of the guild.”

“Oh?”

Bern picked up the badge with a hint of excitement.

Unlike his usual composed demeanor, his reaction was unexpectedly similar to other new adventurers, drawing smiles from some of the guild staff.

The other adventurers in the guild also took notice.

From Rank 2 onward, adventurers were considered professionals, particularly since requests at this level often involved combat.

Having capable teammates significantly improved survival rates, and Bern was undeniably a desirable ally.

Young, diligent, and possessing a reliable personality—he was an ideal candidate.

And if he could single-handedly take down five men of similar build, his skills were unquestionable.

As the adventurers hesitated, glancing at one another and preparing to approach him, Blanca spoke up first.

“Bern. What do you think about forming a party with me?”

Her words stunned not only the adventurers but also the guild staff.

“W-Wait a minute, Blanca! What are you saying? Receptionists don’t join parties!”

“I was only hired temporarily, and my contract is almost up. There’s no problem in planning
ahead a bit.”

“Are you not renewing your contract? The manager—”

“I’m not renewing it.”

Her response was firm, leaving no room for argument.

The guild staff exchanged baffled glances, while the adventurers whispered amongst themselves.

“Are you just going to let her steal him like that? Stop her!”

“She’s a Rank 3 mage. We can’t exactly confront her head-on.”

“I heard her recent performance has been poor, though.”

“Still, Rank 3 is Rank 3.”

Though they tried to keep their voices down, Bern’s sharp hearing caught everything.

Blanca, too, seemed calm, though her slightly flushed cheeks hinted at embarrassment.

Bern broke the tension.

“I can’t give you an answer right now. There’s too much attention here. Is there somewhere we can talk privately?”

“…Six o’clock tonight. In front of Echo Inn. Or, if you’d prefer, I can leave with you right now.”

Her willingness to abandon her desk immediately made Bern shake his head.

“That won’t be necessary. I’ll meet you then.”

“Alright. See you later.”

As Bern turned to leave, Lucidra’s mocking voice whispered in his ear.

[Popular, aren’t you? That woman. Even without considering your usual charm, your current face is doing its job.]

‘Lucidra.’

[Oh?]

‘Thinking everything has to lead somewhere inappropriate—that’s a kind of sickness, you know.’

[This brat…!]

Other adventurers quickly stepped in to approach him.

“Hey, Bern, why don’t you join our party instead? We’ll teach you survival skills—just bring yourself!”

“No, no, come to us! Normally, rookies get a smaller cut, but we’ll split it evenly with you!”

Despite their enthusiastic pitches, Bern politely declined, explaining he had a prior commitment.

That didn’t mean he was certain about joining Blanca’s party, though.

The strange reactions he’d observed in the guild suggested she had her own circumstances.

Uncovering rumors about Blanca wasn’t difficult.

Before their meeting, Bern managed to gather the following details:


	A veteran adventurer with three years of experience.


	A rare mage skilled in both offensive and healing magic, making her highly sought after.


	Once considered a rising star on the verge of Rank 4 promotion.


	Six months ago, she accidentally set fire to a noble’s hunting grounds during a mission.


	As a result, she lost most of her wealth paying for damages, her prized equipment was destroyed, and her magic was significantly weakened.


	After being expelled from her Rank 3 party, she began taking on requests with Rank 2 adventurers but struggled to fit in and consistently performed poorly.



[She’s basically a scrap heap,] Lucidra remarked bluntly.

[A Rank 3 in name only. Her actual skill is more like a Rank 2. With that kind of reputation, she’ll be a pain to work with.]

“Hmm.”

[Do you really need to think about this? It’s easier to just take in a clueless newbie. They listen better, too.]

“I’m a newbie myself. How could I take in another one to train?”

[You? A newbie? Don’t kid yourself. You’re just pretending to be one.]

“I’m definitely a newbie as an adventurer. Besides, aren’t you curious?”

[Curious about what?]

“Why you went so far as to ruin your own reputation by making such a request in front of everyone.”

From Bern’s perspective, the reason Blanca was now the subject of so much criticism was entirely because she had publicly suggested recruiting him as a companion.

Not that her reputation was stellar to begin with.

But back when she worked as a receptionist, people didn’t seem particularly uncomfortable with her.

It must have been something only those who truly knew her were aware of.

However, her actions in front of a crowd—essentially snatching Bern out from under the second-rankers who had their eyes on him—drew a lot of attention. Word spread quickly.

But did Blanca not realize what she was doing?

She had three years of adventuring experience, and even worked as a receptionist, albeit temporarily. 

Surely, she knew the consequences.

Bern’s curiosity grew. 

After hearing Blanca’s explanation, his interest turned into something close to admiration.

“You’re asking why I did it in front of everyone? So you’d be at least a little more interested in me.”

“You’re saying you ruined your reputation just to pique my interest?”

“I had to show I was serious, didn’t I?”

Her sky-blue eyes fixed on Bern.

When he asked for a private location to talk, she had immediately taken him to her room at the inn. 

By this point, calling her bold felt like an understatement.

[Hey, run away. This woman’s definitely heavy. Get tangled with her, and you’ll regret it.]

Ignoring the voice speaking from the shadows, Bern asked, “You have a rather unconventional way of negotiating. Cutting off your own escape routes like this—won’t it put you at a disadvantage?”

Others who had tried to recruit Bern had all said similar things: ‘We’d like you to join us, but it’s not like we can’t manage without you.’

A reasonable approach. Negotiation 101.

After all, if someone blatantly admitted,’I can’t  do this without you’, it would give the other party leverage to make outrageous demands.

“If I had approached you like everyone else, I’d just be another option to you. I might not even have gotten a chance to talk to you alone like this.”

Bern nodded, understanding her logic.

Indeed, if Blanca had simply offered a straightforward recruitment, he wouldn’t have been this intrigued.

“And I don’t mind being at a disadvantage. As long as I can secure the one thing I’m asking for, I’ll accept any price.”

“Anything?”

“Anything.”

She couldn’t possibly be unaware of the weight of her own words.

Her clenched fists trembled ever so slightly.

The way her face flushed when people mocked her earlier—Blanca wasn’t emotionless or insensitive. 

She simply had a goal she was willing to suppress everything else for.

“You’re not just asking to become companions and work together, are you? What’s your real aim?”

“To hunt a lich.”

Bern’s eyes widened briefly at the immediate response.

‘A lich? ‘

A being rated at least fifth-tier on the continental danger scale. 

At sixth-tier or higher, a lich could easily conquer a territory single handedly.

“Wait, the lich?”

“Yes. The one I’m after hasn’t been a lich for long, so it’s relatively weak as far as liches go. But it’s still an opponent you’d have to stake your life to face.”

‘Staking your life’ —even that seemed an understatement.

A lich was one of the ultimate forms of a mage, capable of controlling the souls of the dead.

Merely dying wouldn’t be the end; you could end up enslaved, doomed to wander eternally.

“Do you have any concrete information?”

“The guild would, but information on high-tier monsters like liches isn’t accessible to receptionists or low-tier adventurers. At least one of us would need to be fourth-tier.”

“Do you have other companions or sponsors?”

“No. I’ll have to recruit more from now on.”


“Are you secretly a fourth-tier mage yourself, just hiding your strength?”

“…Sorry to disappoint, but I’m only second-tier at best. My staff, which amplified my power, broke.”

The more questions Bern asked, the more Blanca seemed to shrink into herself, shadows darkening her expression.

“I know I’m asking for something unreasonable. But no matter what, I have to kill that thing.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s holding the soul of my teacher and mother.”

It wasn’t the kind of thing you’d casually reveal to someone who hadn’t even agreed to join you yet. 

Blanca’s openness spoke volumes about how much she was placing her hopes on Bern.

After a brief silence, Bern spoke.

“I have conditions.”

Blanca’s face lit up, only to tense again.

“First, I’m still inexperienced as an adventurer. Will you share all the knowledge you’ve gained and support me in my activities?”

“I’ll do everything I can.”

“Second, I may sometimes use powers or techniques that are difficult for you to understand. Can you promise to stay silent about them?”

“I’ve always been tight-lipped.”


“I can’t think of a third condition right now. Let’s leave it at that for the moment.”

Bern extended his right hand.

“For now I look forward to working with you, Blanca.”

Blanca hesitated briefly, as if questioning if those were truly his only conditions.

But since Bern had said “for now,” she assumed he might add more later and shook his hand.

“Let’s work well together, Bern.”



 
  Chapter 6: New Adventurer Bern (4)


The news that Bern ultimately chose Blanca as his party member spread quickly, leaving adventurers muttering or clicking their tongues.

“So, another promising rookie bites the dust.”

“Come on, it’s not that bad. She’s at least a second-class magician.”

“Shut up. Bragging about being a third-class adventurer with second-class skills is laughable!”

“She seemed pretty competent as a receptionist. It would’ve been better for everyone if she just stayed there quietly.”

“Don’t be so pessimistic. Who knows? We might get a chance to work with her someday.”

Not only the adventurers but even the guild seemed uneasy.

The guild manager, who had first brought Blanca in as a receptionist, openly voiced his dissatisfaction.

“Did it have to be this way? I don’t think I treated you poorly.”

“You didn’t. I just had something else I needed to do.”

“Well, prepare yourself. The gossip will sting for a while. You know how rumors work. If they spread positively, even minor feats get inflated. If they spread negatively, they’ll make it seem like you’ve committed crimes you’ve never even thought of.”

“I knew the risks. I just had to grab the chance.”

“…You must really think he’s worth it, huh?”

The manager was one of the few who remembered Blanca’s prime. 

Although her magical power had significantly waned after her staff broke during an accident, leaving her a target for ridicule, there were plenty of people who couldn’t even use equipment properly. 

Power is meaningless if it isn’t applied correctly, like pearls before swine.

Blanca didn’t respond. 

Honestly, she wasn’t entirely sure herself. 

Half of her decision to recruit Bern was based on instinct.

Seeing her silence, the manager shrugged and handed her a request form.

Blanca skimmed through the contents and frowned.

– Title: Goblin Den Extermination

Client: Atra Barony

[“There have been frequent sightings of goblins in the forest within the territory. It is suspected that there is a den somewhere in the forest. Immediate extermination is requested. Adventurers may keep any byproducts from the goblins.”]

“This job is annoying, and the pay is stingy, so no one wants to take it. I’ve tried suggesting they increase the reward, but they won’t budge. Yet they keep nagging about why it hasn’t been resolved already. Those bastards.”

“I don’t want to do it either.”

“You recruited a rookie during working hours, didn’t you? If you mix personal business with work, there’s a penalty to pay.”

“Then dock my receptionist salary instead.”

“Ugh, you’re relentless. You really were better suited as a receptionist.”

The manager exhaled a puff of pipe smoke, clicked his tongue regretfully, and continued.

“Fine. I’ll add bonus evaluation points to you and your partner’s score toward your promotion.”

“That’s expected. Also, from now on, allow us to take third-class quests as well.”

“You know that party requests are always based on the lowest-ranked member, right?”

“That rule exists to prevent inexperienced adventurers from leeching off higher-ranked ones. But if someone has the skills, there shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Fine. But if you want that, you’ll need to complete three more second-class quests that everyone else avoids. That’ll make it clear it’s not favoritism.”

“If you double the bonus points for those as well, it’s a deal. And don’t even think about tweaking the evaluation criteria—I know them by heart.”

“Ugh, you’re impossible. Just get going!”

The manager waved her off irritably, and Blanca bowed lightly before leaving.

“Such a waste…”

***

“That’s how we ended up with goblin extermination as our first quest. I’m sorry for deciding on my own,” Blanca said after transitioning back to adventuring.

Bern shook his head.

“It’s fine. I was planning to take a variety of quests anyway. And if it improves my evaluation, there’s no reason to refuse.”

“…Well, if you’re okay with it, then that’s good.”

Blanca felt conflicted.

While she appreciated Bern’s easygoing attitude, it also felt somewhat… frivolous.

“How much do you know about goblins?” she asked.

“I’ve heard stories but wouldn’t say I know much about them in detail.”

“That’s normal, especially if you’re from the Empire.”

Bern tilted his head.

“Why does my background matter?”

Blanca shrugged.

“Goblins reproduce quickly. If left unchecked, their numbers grow rapidly. That’s why in strong nations like the Empire, you rarely see them. Spotting even one goblin means soldiers from nearby territories will mobilize to wipe out the den immediately.”

Blanca continued, contrasting this with the Virca Kingdom.

“Here, the nobility and royalty only care about the lands they directly govern. Even then, they tend to ignore minor problems unless the damage is severe. That’s why monsters like goblins are widespread.”

“Wouldn’t an unchecked goblin population eventually threaten the people? Even from a purely economic standpoint, regular extermination would be more beneficial. Given their high reproduction rate, they could even serve as training fodder for soldiers.”

Blanca blinked in surprise, while Bern tilted his head again, wondering if he had said something strange.

“That sounds… very aristocratic. Talking about protecting people in terms of economics, and using goblins as practice targets—it’s an unusual perspective.”

Bern clamped his mouth shut, realizing his slip.

From the shadows, Lucidra cackled.

[Of course! Changing your speech and appearance doesn’t mean your mindset will suddenly shift. You’re still the pampered crown prince, aren’t you?]

Bern inwardly groaned.

Though he wasn’t as sheltered as Lucidra claimed, having lived over twenty years in the palace, it was impossible not to have absorbed some of its worldview.

[Why bother with this pretense? Just reveal your identity as the crown prince. That way, idiots like the ones before won’t dare mess with you.]

“The crown prince is Alondre. I’m just an adventurer named Bern.”

The stubbornness was downright incredible.

Bern steeled himself for even more thorough role-playing and plastered on a calm expression.

“Is that so? The lord collects taxes from the commoners. If the commoners become impoverished or lose their lives, the lord also suffers losses. Naturally, the lord has a duty to protect the commoners, whether out of faith or for profit.”

“Well, there must be plenty of lords who can’t think that far ahead. The world is full of fools. Just because someone holds a high position doesn’t mean they’re smart.”

That didn’t sound like a commoner’s perspective, though.

Bern thought so but chose not to point it out.

“Anyway, let’s get moving.”

“Yes.”

The road to the Atra Barony, where their target awaited.

Taking a brief rest, the two exchanged simple pieces of information.

Both Bern and Blanca had independently investigated each other, but to coordinate effectively, it was best to directly hear what the other could and couldn’t do.

“Magic of Burning Wood.”

Blanca extended her hand and concentrated.

After about three seconds of preparation, a fireball the size of a soccer ball ignited, burning through a stack of wood they had prepared for kindling.

It was a flame capable of incinerating a fully grown rabbit or a medium-sized dog in one strike, though it seemed insufficient to subdue a creature the size and toughness of a boar in one go.

“It’s the lowest-grade flame magic. I can take down a single goblin with this.”

“How many shots can you manage? And do you have stronger magic?”

“At full capacity, about twenty times. I also have a mid-grade spell, ‘Magic of Burning Stone,’ but it takes about ten seconds to prepare and can only be cast twice a day if I don’t use any other magic.”

“What about healing magic?”

“That depends on the severity of the wound, so I can’t give you an exact number. I can heal minor cuts, but fractures are beyond me. If someone’s body part is completely severed, I can’t do much either.”

Better than expected, Bern thought.

He had considered the possibility that her damaged staff would render her magic almost useless, but this level of capability was practical enough.

Which made him more curious.

“I heard you didn’t get along well with other second-rank adventurers. Why is that?”

He could understand why she’d been expelled from her previous third-rank party.

Those who had worked with Blanca at her peak would have found it reasonable to leave her behind when she weakened.

But Bern, who had observed several second-rank adventurers—some of whom he’d even knocked around when they picked fights—thought Blanca’s abilities were highly desirable for a second-rank party.

Being able to ignite fire without any tools was invaluable for camping. 

And in a world where even basic medicine was scarce, her ability to heal cuts was nothing short of a blessing.

She didn’t seem like the type to act arrogantly toward others either.

[You think women treat everyone the same way, whether they like them or not?]

“Hmm.”

[What, going to deny it again?]

“No, for once, I think you have a point.”

[That’s… somehow irritating to hear.]

“Uhm…” 

Blanca hesitated in response to Bern’s question.

“Do I have to say?”

“If it’s uncomfortable, I won’t press.”

“Then let’s leave it at that.”

[See? Told you I was right.]

Was the shadowy presence in his thoughts really a demon, or just a fool?

As Bern mused with a faint smile, he suddenly sensed movement nearby.

-Rustle-

His gaze shifted toward the forest.

“Is the forest we’re heading to the one we can see now?”

“No. It’s still about a day’s journey away.”

“Is that so?”

Bern picked up four stones from around the campfire.

Blanca, worried he might burn himself, tried to stop him, but he casually gripped the stones without a hint of discomfort. 

Then, one by one, he flung them into the bushes.

-Keek!

-Kuack!


Short, eerie cries echoed out.

When Bern and Blanca approached the bushes, they found four goblins, each with green skin and long noses, unconscious and sprawled on the ground.

“Goblins?”

Blanca was startled.

According to the information they’d received from Atra Viscountcy, there shouldn’t have been goblins in this area.

Meanwhile, Bern noticed something else.

The goblins’ clothing, made of animal hides and woven plant fibers.

Their crude yet serviceable weapons, capable of killing.

And finally, the tattered sackcloth they carried, once part of human garments, now used to haul prey and fruits.

It seemed like the situation was more serious than they had anticipated.



 
  Chapter 7: New Adventurer Bern (5)


Blanca’s decision was swift.

“Let’s head back for now.”

Bern turned his gaze to her.

“Why?”

“If they’re using human clothing as mere rags, it means they’ve secured a considerable amount of clothing. And the only way wild goblins could obtain such a stockpile of human garments is by raiding villages. Furthermore, if they’re even crudely replicating them and crafting weapons, it indicates their group has grown far larger than we’d expect.”

Goblins’ intelligence was roughly equivalent to that of a human child.

Yet, even a child could form a society and learn various skills.

Given enough numbers and a sustainable environment, they could even establish a civilization.

“This isn’t something two adventurers can resolve on their own. We need to return to the guild, report the situation, and either get the nearby lord to deploy his troops or mobilize a large group of adventurers.”

Blanca’s reasoning was sound, at least by her standards.

However, Bern asked her with a puzzled expression,

“Do you think that will work?”

“What?”

“You said it yourself earlier, Blanca. The lords don’t easily act, even on matters concerning their own lands. Do you really think they’ll listen if the guild sends out a call for a subjugation force?”

There was no chance.

Even Bern, who had just arrived in the area, could see that the lords likely already knew about the problem but had chosen not to act directly.

Instead, they had merely commissioned the guild for assistance.

Not for a large-scale subjugation force, but for a handful of adventurers.

This meant they either lacked the capability or the will to address the issue.

“The Adventurers’ Guild is the same.

Moving adventurers requires significant rewards. Who’s going to fund that?”

“…Ha.”

Blanca let out a hollow laugh.

It wasn’t directed at Bern but at herself for failing to consider something so obvious that even a rookie like Bern could think of it immediately.

“Then, what should we do?”

“We’ll handle it ourselves.”

“What?”

Blanca’s face momentarily froze in disbelief, then furrowed into a scowl.

“Listen, I know you’re strong and confident in your abilities, but we’re talking about a goblin horde that could number in the hundreds. How do you plan to deal with that with just one sword?”

“We’ll manage. Eventually, I’ll have to take on liches with just this sword too.”

Blanca was at a loss for words—not because of Bern’s words, but because of his unwavering eyes, filled with confidence and determination.

“…Ha.”

She let out a deep sigh.

Reason told her this was an insane idea.

Raw strength and sharp instincts didn’t necessarily translate to battlefield prowess.

He was a rookie who hadn’t even completed a single combat commission.

Her experience as a veteran told her to rein him in.

But then again, when it came to unrealistic goals, was she really any different?

“Fine. Let’s do it.”

Hearing Blanca’s response, Bern’s smile deepened.

Thus began a war between two adventurers and the goblin horde.

***

The first thing “it” ever saw was a human woman screaming through tears.

Her frail body was so emaciated that it was a miracle she was even alive.

With a throat so dry that even making sound was painful, the woman desperately screamed and screamed again.

Born with high intelligence, “it” could vaguely grasp her meaning.

She was cursing.

The world, her circumstances, the monsters who had violated her, and even “it,” the creature born from her womb—she cursed and hated them all, crying out for their deaths.

She screamed and screamed until, with a faint snap, her voice broke off like a thread snapping, and she collapsed, never to rise again.

Given her weakened state, it was no surprise.

The real miracle was that she had survived this long.

Thus, “it” forever lost the chance to hear any words other than hatred and curses from its mother.

While the goblins, its fathers, devoured the woman’s corpse as if it were the natural order, they accepted “it,” the offspring born of her, as one of their own and shared their food with “it.”

“It” grew quickly, far faster than any human, though slowly by goblin standards.

Soon, “it” realized it was different from the others.

Its kin were incredibly dim-witted.

Problems that “it” found laughably simple were insurmountable obstacles for them.

Tasks “it” could perform with ease, they could only achieve through great struggle.

In both intelligence and physical capability, “it” was vastly superior.

The fact that “it” had a human mother did not seem to explain this disparity.

After all, the lair where “it” was raised contained others born from similar circumstances.

These were the results of a remote farming village being attacked by goblins as they fled exploitation by their lord.

Yet among its siblings born of similar origins, none possessed abilities comparable to “it.”

“It” realized it was an aberration.

With its superior strength and intellect, “it” quickly became the leader of the horde.

Even those who might have been its fathers willingly bowed their heads before it.

As if it were destined, “it” began to grow the horde.

The first thing “it” changed was how they consumed food.

Previously, they foraged and ate individually on the spot.

“It” centralized all food supplies, storing them in one place and redistributing them under its orders.

“It” also abolished the habit of consuming all food before hunting for more, instead mandating daily hunts regardless of the surplus.

With efficient food collection and distribution, the already fast-reproducing goblins began multiplying even faster.

Next, “it” introduced the use of tools.

While they had used stolen clothing and equipment, they had never attempted to create their own.

Though their craftsmanship was crude, the weapons and armor they fashioned from stone, wood, and leather were a significant improvement over bare hands and rocks.

Finally, “it” revolutionized their hunting methods.

Previously, the horde relied on brute force, devouring whatever they could find and overwhelming prey with sheer numbers.

Rarely, it attempted ambushes or concealment, but even those actions were more pranks or born of malice rather than tactical efficiency.

Changing its hunting methods, however, was not so easy, even for “it.”

While it could think of food sources on its own and mimic the tools humans used, even the cleverest “it” wasn’t capable of inventing strategies or tactics entirely by itself.

Thus, once again, “it” decided to observe humans. 

It gathered the weakest or laziest of its growing kind and unleashed them upon a human village.

The first attempt succeeded with surprising ease. 

The human village was helplessly overrun, and dozens of humans became slaves and backup food for the goblin horde.

“It” had wanted to observe how humans fought as a group, so it was a bit disappointing.

However, it soon changed its mind and decided to watch the captured slaves instead.

By severing the tendons of their ankles to prevent escape and providing them food to keep them alive, “it” ensured their prolonged survival.

Trapped in a closed space with nothing to do but eat, the humans kept themselves sane by talking tirelessly to one another.

The goblins could not understand their conversations, but “it” was different.

Slowly, patiently, savoring their exchanges, “it” began to understand human speech.

The endless chatter of the dozens of humans proved to be an invaluable teaching resource. “Don’t give up.”

“Help will come one day.”

“Let’s come up with an escape plan.”

“The goblins are holding weapons. Can’t we grab them somehow, guys?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll protect you.”

“Damned monsters. If they’re going to give us meat, at least cook it properly.”

“What’s that big goblin? It comes by every day to watch us. Creepy.”

From their conversations, “it” learned that humans called its kind “goblins.”

Moreover, it realized that humans looked down on goblins, including “it,” thinking them inferior. How else could they fail to imagine that “it” might understand their words, even as “it” listened in daily?

Having reached a passable understanding of their language, “it” grew curious.

What would humans think if a creature they deemed inferior spoke their tongue?

“It” opened its mouth. “Humans, how does it feel to live in my domain?”

As expected, the humans were horrified.

Their mouths gaped, their eyes widened, and their bodies trembled in fear.

What caught “it’s” attention the most, however, was the human who immediately knelt and lowered their head in submission.

The human cried out. “I-I’m sorry! Goblin Lord! I have never once insulted you!”

The faces of the other humans, who had previously cursed “it” and its kind, turned pale.

Yet, “it” was more intrigued by the title the human had used to address it: Goblin Lord.

Through its newfound understanding of human language, “it” knew that “Lord” referred to a ruler or sovereign of a territory.

When “it” had spoken of its domain, the human must have taken those words literally.

Lord… Goblin Lord.

Mulling over the word a few times, “it” decided it liked the title.

Yes, it was the ruler of the goblins and the sovereign of the land they roamed.

Now the Goblin Lord, “it” addressed the kneeling human for the first time.

“Your words amuse me. I shall spare you from becoming food and grant you the honor of serving me.”

The human’s face showed relief for the first time, though the mention of food left despair etched onto the faces of the others.

The Goblin Lord turned to the humans. 

“I will now ask you many questions. Those who provide satisfactory answers will become slaves. Those who do not will become food.”

The humans were shocked, with some expressing anger and defiance. 

But after the Goblin Lord casually crushed the heads of a few rebellious individuals with a mere gesture, no one dared to resist again.

Humans knew far more than “it” had expected. 

From the hunters, the Goblin Lord learned more efficient hunting methods. 

From the leatherworkers, it learned better techniques for crafting.

Some humans trembled at the thought of what might happen if their knowledge fell into goblin hands. 

But in the face of the grim alternative—being eaten—they shared what they knew.

The Goblin Lord kept its promise not to consume them. 

Those humans whose skills directly benefited the goblins were even treated better. 


The Goblin Lord was satisfied, knowing this newfound knowledge and the slaves would strengthen its tribe—no, its kingdom.

Yet, it wasn’t entirely content. 

It yearned for more: knowledge of forging metal, training soldiers, writing, wielding swords, and even harnessing magic. 

While it had learned of these from human words, the specifics remained elusive.


The village it had attacked was one of the smallest and weakest among human settlements scattered across the continent. 

The knowledge and skills of its inhabitants were, by necessity, limited.

But what if it attacked a larger, wealthier settlement? 

If it could conquer such a place, enslave its people, and absorb their knowledge, the Goblin Lord and its kind would grow even mightier.

The Goblin Lord felt a burning ambition for more.



 
  Chapter 8: New Adventurer Bern (6)


The first thing Bern and Blanca did was reconnaissance.

They needed to know how many enemies there were, how strong they were, and where their base was located.

Without that knowledge, they couldn’t even begin to think about fighting.

Bern’s sharp senses allowed him to accurately detect the movements of the goblins in the vicinity.

He observed them without being noticed, making one-sided surveillance possible.

“…Are goblins usually this organized?”

“Of course not. This is a first for me as well.”

Surprisingly, the goblins weren’t just wandering aimlessly in search of food.

Groups of at least four moved together, minimizing unexpected situations.

Even if some were killed, the survivors would quickly inform nearby goblins of the danger.

While larger wild animals like boars or bears could fend off goblins or even drive them away, they too would fall if the goblins called reinforcements to overwhelm them with numbers.

The goblins didn’t eat their prey on the spot. 

Instead, they divided the carcasses into smaller pieces they could carry and took them somewhere else. 

This included not only animals but also fruits, fish, and even the bodies of their dead comrades, which they retrieved as ‘resources.’ 

Watching this, Blanca felt a chill run down her spine.

The deeper they ventured, the more frequently they encountered goblins, while the presence of other creatures diminished.

If the goblins had consumed plants and insects as well, the area would likely have turned into a complete wasteland.

Moreover, the quality of the goblins’ equipment visibly improved as they approached the center. 

Goblins on the outskirts wielded crude stone axes and wore makeshift clothes tied with leather straps. 

In contrast, those near the core carried spears with sharpened blades attached to long wooden poles and wore stitched garments.

The goblins’ base was a massive cave. 

Near the entrance, about ten goblins stood guard, watching the surroundings.

Lowering his voice, Bern remarked, “Even large mansions typically have just one or two guards. It seems goblins have an abundance of manpower to spare.”

“This isn’t the time for idle observations! With so many guards, sneaking in and taking them out one by one is impossible,” Blanca retorted.

“What about wiping them out with magic in one go?”


Blanca hesitated for a moment before replying, “Low-tier spells won’t work, but mid-tier ones could do the job. Still, I wouldn’t recommend it. Using half my mana when we don’t know how many are left could be problematic. Besides, fire spells are noisy and would attract more goblins instantly.”

Bern was inwardly impressed. Blanca’s composure and rationality exceeded his expectations.

Unlike him, who was confident in his abilities and could ensure Blanca’s safety even in the worst-case scenario, she had no such assurances. She didn’t know the extent of his powers, so she must have considered the possibility of failure and anticipated the terrible consequences of being overwhelmed by goblins.

Ordinarily, people would either panic and backtrack or naively rely on Bern to handle everything. But Blanca did neither. She acknowledged what she could and couldn’t do and explained her reasoning clearly.

Such a capable individual was rare.
Honestly, he considered bringing her to the Imperial Palace as…
‘No, no, I can’t do that,’ Bern chastised himself, shaking off his instinctive ‘crown prince mentality.’
He was no longer the empire’s crown prince but a guild adventurer. Thinking about recruiting a fellow adventurer for imperial purposes felt inappropriate.

He took a deep breath and said, “We should save magic for now. Area spells are too valuable to waste.”
“Then what’s the plan?”
“No complicated strategies are needed. They’ve already created their own vulnerabilities.”

Blanca frowned, not understanding. Bern continued, “More guards don’t necessarily mean better security. Watch them carefully.”

The goblins, though numerous, weren’t fully attentive. Most were lounging against the walls, playing with their spears in the sand, or chatting amongst themselves. Only a few genuinely kept watch.

“Since they’ve already hunted down most threats in the area, they’ve grown complacent. With so many others around to share the duty, even humans would struggle to maintain focus in this situation. For impulsive, childlike goblins, it’s even harder.”

Perhaps the one who assigned them this task had seen humans standing guard in the villages they raided and understood its value. However, they likely didn’t grasp that too many guards could reduce efficiency.

“I’ll give the signal. After counting to ten, cast a low-power fire spell in plain view. It doesn’t need to be strong—just flashy enough to draw their attention.”
“Got it.”

“Let’s begin.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Bern darted off to the side. Despite moving swiftly through the underbrush, he didn’t make the slightest sound. Blanca began counting silently.

She prepared a low-tier flame spell, Fire for Burning Wood.
Though too weak to wipe out the goblins, it would suffice to distract them.

Three seconds until casting.
A stone suddenly flew through the air, striking two goblins who had been diligently keeping watch.

Two seconds until casting.
The hit goblins collapsed, prompting the others—those playing in the sand or chatting—to look toward the commotion.

One second until casting.
As confusion spread among the goblins, it quickly turned into wary alertness.

Now!

The flames shot from Blanca’s hands, bursting into the air and drawing every goblin’s attention.

Bern didn’t miss the opportunity. 

He charged out of the underbrush, reaching the distracted goblins in an instant. 

Before they could react, he slashed their necks with precision, dispatching them without resistance.

Even the goblins who had been dozing were eliminated just as quickly. 

It was over in moments—a display of lightning-fast skill.

Turning toward the bushes, Bern called out, “You can come out now.”

“…Do you even need my help?” Blanca muttered.

From her perspective, he could have handled them all with just rocks and sheer speed.

Bern didn’t deny it.

“Ninety percent of the work, yes.”

“Then why involve me?”

“Isn’t it better to ensure success than to risk failure with a 10% chance? Dice are not something you can trust so easily.”

“That sounds exactly like the kind of thing gamblers who ruin their lives say.”

Bern shrugged.

Strictly speaking, the dice he was playing with weren’t for gambling, but there was no need or way to explain that.

“Are we going to clean up the bodies?”

“Let’s leave them. If no one’s around, we’ll still look suspicious. It would just be a waste of time.”

“Then wait here for a moment.”

When Bern tilted his head in curiosity, Blanca pulled out some dried grass from her bag, sprinkled it near the entrance, and stepped back a safe distance.

Then, she shot another flame, setting the grass ablaze.

“This is ‘Green Hunter.’ It’s a plant with a scent that monsters like goblins or orcs, which have green skin, hate. They won’t come near it unless they have no other choice. It should at least make any returning ones hesitate before entering.”

“Then wouldn’t it be better to let the scent stick to us instead? That way, goblins would avoid approaching altogether.”

“That would make our position easy to track. Also, it doesn’t work on creatures in an extremely agitated state, so it wouldn’t help much in combat.”

Bern nodded. It made sense.

He acknowledged that Blanca’s three years of adventuring experience weren’t for nothing and moved forward.

As they proceeded deeper into the cave, their strategy was straightforward.

Spot the enemy first, strike first, and subdue them before things got noisy.

They simply repeated this process.

Of course, straightforward didn’t mean easy.

If overpowering an enemy stronghold so swiftly that they couldn’t even resist were that simple, defensive patrols and sentries wouldn’t exist.

From Blanca’s perspective, this near-impossible assault was only feasible because of Bern’s overwhelming physical prowess.

‘Even when we’re looking at the same thing, it feels like he can see twice as far as me. His throwing power is no joke either.’

However, no matter how keen his senses were, there were limits.

When they encountered a three-way fork deeper in the cave, the two hesitated.

With no way to know where each path led, there was a significant risk of getting lost inside the cave.

Bern asked, “What would a typical adventurer do in this situation?”

“First off, typical adventurers wouldn’t attack a goblin den with just two people. Still, if we’re talking general tactics, they’d block the other paths.”

“To avoid the worst-case scenario of enemies from Routes B and C ambushing from behind while progressing through Route A, correct?”

“Exactly.”

“And the specific methods?”

“If the environment offers physical barriers, they’d use them. If they have enough allies, some would stay back to guard the intersection. If neither is feasible, they’d simply set the paths on fire.”

“The last option is all we’ve got, then.”

“Keep in mind, depending on the cave’s structure, we might suffocate to death if we do that.”

“Is there no magic to help with this?”

“I’ve heard of such spells, but I can’t use them. The spells I know are two fire spells, one for physical enhancement, and one for healing. Do you think magic is that easy to learn?”

Blanca grumbled about how learning even an intermediate fire spell cost her a fortune.

[You’d never understand, being a crown prince with servants ready to fetch any spell you want.]

Ignoring Lucidra’s sarcastic remark, Bern considered their options.

There were no wooden objects or furniture inside the cave, and piling up goblin corpses wouldn’t make a decent barricade.

Splitting their already small two-person team wasn’t an option either.

While Bern was confident he could survive, Blanca might not.

Setting fire to the paths was also off the table.

That left Bern with only one choice.

“A rapid advance. We’ll have to move as fast as possible.”

“I was thinking the same. …But what’s with your posture?”

Bern, crouched with his back toward Blanca, spoke calmly.


“Get on my back.”

“Are you out of your mind?”

“It’ll be faster if I carry you than if I match your speed. I can fight with one arm while carrying you with the other. You could even cast spells from that position, which would be perfect. Think of it as being a mobile turret.”

“No matter how you justify it, who just asks someone to hop on their back like that!?”

“Don’t worry. I’m not desperate enough to harbor lewd thoughts about a companion during combat.”

“Wow, that’s a remarkably trustworthy thing to say.”

Though Blanca complained, she understood that arguing at this point would be counterproductive. 


With a deep sigh, she finally climbed onto Bern’s back.

“From now on, you’re my bomb. When I say to fire, you fire.”

“If you don’t shut up, I’ll fire a fireball straight into your mouth.”

“Then let’s go. You don’t need to hold on tight; I’ll secure you myself.”

As soon as he said that, their shadows shot forward like arrows.
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Riding a horse was a privilege reserved for the wealthy.

Horses were expensive to purchase and even more costly to maintain, making it impossible for anyone without substantial wealth to bear the expense.

While high-ranking adventurers might afford the cost, owning a horse was rare among them.

Even though horses were useful for long-distance travel, they often became a hindrance in combat.

Besides, since adventuring was inherently a group activity, the entire party would need horses to maintain mobility.

Why spend money on horses when you could invest in better equipment, potions, or spellbooks instead?

In short, Blanca had never ridden a horse in her life.

In fact, she had never experienced anything that moved ‘faster’ than a running human.

“Kyaaah! Aaaaaah!”

“If you keep your mouth open like that, you’ll bite your tongue.”

‘Stop this madness already, you idiot!’

Blanca wanted to scream, but she couldn’t muster the strength.

The whirlwind of scenery flashing past her and the unsettling sensation of floating in the air were gnawing at her nerves in real-time.

All she could do was cling to Bern with all her might to avoid falling off.

Because of this, Bern’s back was subjected to a variety of soft sensations, but Blanca, too terrified, didn’t have the luxury to care.

Squawk?

Her loud screaming ensured their presence didn’t go unnoticed.

The goblins, realizing the commotion, spotted Bern and Blanca and prepared for battle.

However, Bern didn’t draw his sword or stop to prepare for the fight.

Instead, he charged straight into the goblin horde with Blanca still clinging to him.

He kicked a small green body with full force.

Thud!

The goblin’s ribcage shattered instantly, piercing its organs and killing it on the spot.

The other goblins froze, unable to comprehend what had just happened.

Bern, showing no hesitation, spoke calmly.

“Fire.”

Instead of asking “Where?” or “What?”, Blanca clenched her teeth and silently extended her right arm.

A fire spell shot from her hand, landing in the midst of the stunned goblins.

Sizzle!

Although the spell wasn’t particularly powerful and didn’t hit directly, the explosion’s intense heat was enough to intimidate the goblins.

Bern used his free hand to swing his sword, swiftly cleaning up the remaining goblins.

“Continue like this. But, if you think you’ll run out of mana, let me know before it’s too late.”

“Fine, but could you just slow dow—mmph!”

Blanca’s complaints were abruptly cut off.

Without looking back, Bern already knew what had happened and shook his head internally.

Didn’t I warn her about keeping her mouth open and biting her tongue?

There was no need to worry about Blanca strangling him in anger for his earlier advice.

After all, she was already doing so in her panic, clinging tightly to his neck in fear of falling.

For a normal person, this would have been suffocating, but Bern’s extraordinary physique rendered it insignificant.

From then on, it was mostly a repetitive process.

Bern didn’t stop running, and whenever goblins appeared, he either kicked them away or instructed Blanca to cast spells.

“Fire.”

Boom!

“Shoot again.”

Boom!

“One more time.”

Boom!

Blanca’s accuracy was far from perfect.

More of her spells missed their targets than hit them.

Bern didn’t scold her, as he understood the difficulty of aiming in such unstable and chaotic conditions.

However, Blanca felt differently.

She had a clear goal: to defeat the lich.

This mission was the first step toward achieving that goal.

While Bern was showcasing his abilities, she could only cling to his back and make mistakes.

She wasn’t the type to dismiss her failures as inevitable.

Bern noticed her determination.

Her reaction time and spell precision were steadily improving.

He acknowledged her as a capable ally, even a good companion, and turned his gaze forward.

At the end of the first fork in the road, a stockpile of various supplies and food appeared—likely the goblins’ storage area.

Standing in front of the stockpile was a goblin much larger than the others, clad in fine leather armor and a helmet, wielding a gleaming steel sword.

His menacing eyes were fixed on Bern.

Unbeknownst to Bern, this goblin was the second-in-command of the horde.

Favored by the goblin lord, he had been granted armor and one of only three steel swords available to their forces.

Possessing the strength of a seasoned human warrior and the intelligence of a middle schooler—far above his peers—he roared at Bern as he approached.

Translated into human language, his goblin cry meant:
“Come at me, human! By the great lord’s decree, I shall not let this treasure fall into your hands!”

Bern’s response was swift and simple.

Thud! 

Slash!

There were no dramatic exchanges of words, no intense battle of swordsmanship between different species.

Bern kicked a rock into the goblin’s face, stunning him momentarily, and beheaded him with his sword.

From the shadows, a demon shook its head in disappointment.

If this goblin had faced a proper rookie adventurer, he could have served as a mid-boss or rival.

Unfortunately, he had encountered Bern instead.

“This path seems to end here. Let’s go back.”

“Wait, let me down for a moment.”

Bern almost said, “Can’t the loot wait for later?” but quickly held his tongue.

He considered it rude to dismiss Blanca’s request.

Blanca had proven herself capable, a veteran adventurer who had followed his strategy without question. If she was asking, there had to be a reason.

Blanca began inspecting the storage area and soon nodded in satisfaction.

***

“Indeed, they’ve stored the oil separately.”

In the corner of the storage room stood a large oak barrel, filled with a liquid exuding a peculiar odor.

It seemed to be a collection of oils extracted from hunted game or tree fruits.

Even Bern couldn’t help but feel intrigued.

“Are you planning to use it for fire attacks? But burning it here wouldn’t mean much, and carrying the barrel as it is seems impossible.”

“Just watch.”

Blanca took something the size of a fist out of her bag.

To Bern, it looked like a clump of yellow-brown cotton.

When Blanca dipped the cotton-like material into the oil, it rapidly absorbed the liquid, expanding as it did so.

What was strange was that even though the oil in the large oak barrel had been reduced by more than half, the cotton-like object only grew to about twice its original size.

Moreover, its surface remained dry and fluffy despite being fully immersed in oil.

“Is that magic?”

“It’s not magic, but it is made from plants imbued with magical properties. An alchemist originally developed it as a kind of water pouch. It can absorb liquids far beyond its size, and unless the surface is physically damaged, it won’t leak.”

“That’s quite a revolutionary item.”

“Not really. While it reduces volume, it doesn’t reduce weight. Plus, once you puncture it with something like a knife, the contents spill out entirely, and it can’t be reused. On top of that, it’s not cheap. No one bought it, and the alchemist’s business went under.”

“Then why do you have it?”

“The alchemist hired me as a guard, claiming this invention was so groundbreaking that someone might try to steal it. When the shop went bankrupt, and they couldn’t pay me, I took it as compensation.”

Finally, the cotton-like material absorbed all the oil from the barrel, shrinking down to the size of a volleyball.

Blanca handed it to Bern as though it was only natural.

“Take it.”

“What?”

“This thing may not be big in volume, but it’s just as heavy. I can’t carry it, so you do it. When
you need a big fire, toss it at the enemy and burn them to ashes.”

Bern hesitated, wondering if this was the right approach, but eventually picked it up.

Despite its fluffy surface, holding it with one hand wasn’t too difficult.

As the two returned to the first fork in the path, they saw a group of goblins wandering nearby, appearing confused and unaware of the situation.

After swiftly dispatching them with a few kicks and low-tier spells, Bern and Blanca moved toward the second path.

Initially, it looked similar to the one leading to the storage room, but deeper inside, it was completely different.

They found themselves in a factory.

This wasn’t a goblin-run factory—it was filled with humans.

The humans, wearing expressions of resignation and despair, moved mechanically to craft weapons and armor for the goblins.

Even their clothing was barely intact, as if even that had been stolen as “resources” by the goblins.

Goblin guards wielding clubs and short whips oversaw the workers.

Upon noticing Bern and Blanca, they panicked and tried to shout.

Slice!

Naturally, the pair didn’t give them a chance.

In an instant, goblins were either sliced apart or incinerated, leaving the workshop filled with the scent of blood and burning flesh.

Bern approached the humans.

“Are all the survivors here?”

“Huh? What? Who are you?”

The captives, still dazed, couldn’t respond properly to Bern’s question.

Having been subjected to the goblins’ tyranny, they were too shocked to comprehend how their captors had been eliminated so effortlessly.

As Bern frowned at their lack of response, a voice called out.

“No! There are about ten more people deeper inside!”

The voice came from a man in the corner of the factory, scratching something onto wood with a sharp stone.

He stepped forward, speaking clearly to Bern.

“Are there goblins inside as well?”

“There were, but they were called away a while ago. The place should be empty now.”

“Gather everyone here and prepare to leave. Not yet, though. The entrance is still swarming with goblins.”

“Understood! I’ll handle it!”

The man began barking orders at the others, urging them to move. Blanca glanced at him skeptically.

“Can we trust him?”

“He’s more useful than the passive ones, isn’t he?”

Leaving the humans to prepare, Bern and Blanca returned to the fork and proceeded down the last path.

Following the man’s directions, they turned right at the next split and advanced without encountering any goblins.

Their silence was heavy with the understanding of what lay ahead, and they pressed on without slowing.


Finally, they arrived at the depths of the cave—a massive chamber, large enough to house a mansion.

Inside were goblin forces, fully armed and prepared for battle.

At the center, seated on a chair adorned with leather in a mockery of human opulence, was the Goblin Lord.

“So, you are the ones who have trampled upon my territory and caused this uproar.”
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Bern looked around.

The goblin horde numbered around eighty.

Most of them were clad in crudely stitched animal hide armor, while about a tenth wore full sets of what appeared to be tailored armor, likely taken from fallen enemies.

Their weapons, while mostly wooden or stone, gleamed faintly in the dim light, suggesting that they were coated with poison or some other lethal substance.

This was not a mere rabble—it was a force capable of overwhelming a small village or even challenging a minor territory.

For any ordinary warrior and mage duo, such a battle would be out of the question.

“Rest assured,” Bern began, his voice calm but sharp, “it would be easy to cut you all down right now.

But I’m feeling generous and will give you one last chance.”

The goblin lord, understanding the threat but feigning indifference, spoke with a confident air.

“You amuse me, human. Do you truly think you hold the upper hand here?”

On the surface, the goblin lord appeared relaxed, as though he had already secured victory.

However, Bern saw through the facade.

‘He’s stalling’ Bern realized. 

‘Waiting for his hunting party to return.’

Though the goblin lord’s posture seemed casual, his body was taut, ready to react at a moment’s notice.

This was not an ordinary goblin.

It had a natural grasp of strategy and tactics, calculating its moves to maximize its chances of survival and victory.

‘It’s a good thing we found him when we did’, Bern thought.

He acknowledged that this goblin was unique—a hero among its kind.

It wasn’t just clever or strong; it was cautious, bold, and deeply ambitious.

If given more time, this goblin could have learned advanced metallurgy, tactics, or even how to harness magic from a conquered human domain.

Left unchecked, it could have grown into a true catastrophe.

“Surrender, humans,” the goblin lord declared.

Bern, knowing the goblin’s ploy, saw no need to indulge its stalling tactics.

Yet, for now, he decided to humor it.

Initially, Bern had intended to deal with this swiftly, but the layout of the cavern—a single entrance and the goblins’ clustered formation—suggested the possibility of wiping them out in one fell swoop.

He murmured quietly, just loud enough for Blanca, the mage on his back, to hear.

“Stay ready for my signal.”

Turning back to the goblin lord, Bern responded, “Surrender? Do you expect us to willingly become your prey without a fight?”

“Only the weak and useless become prey. That applies to both humans and goblins,” the goblin lord retorted.

“And we’re not weak?”

Bern challenged.

“You’ve already proven your worth by wreaking havoc on my territory,” the goblin lord replied smoothly.

“Killing you won’t bring back my fallen warriors, but taking you as subordinates will make my army stronger.”

“An enticing offer, but I’m not keen on living as a slave in a cave,” Bern said with a mocking tone.

“For now, we may reside here, but that will change. And I do not intend to treat you like mere slaves.”

“Hm.” Bern let out a low hum, feigning contemplation.

To an outsider, it might have seemed like he was genuinely considering the offer.

Even Blanca, clinging to his back, found herself doubting his intentions for a moment.

If Bern hadn’t whispered his plan earlier, she might have panicked.

Sensing an opportunity, the goblin lord’s golden eyes gleamed with anticipation.

“Think carefully, human. It has taken me less than half a year to gather this force. Imagine what I could achieve in one year, three years, or ten years. Imagine the power, wealth, and honor you could gain by standing at my side.”

“Oh? That’s… impressive,” Bern replied, his tone unreadable.

The goblin lord, mistaking Bern’s response for genuine admiration, raised his chin proudly.

“Now, imagine the future. What say you?”

Before Bern could respond, the sound of scuttling feet filled the cavern.

-Griik!

-Griluk!

The goblin hunters had returned, their faces twisted with fury.

They had likely fought through the noxious green hunter’s scent that Bern had left at the cave’s entrance.

Their crude weapons and armor were inferior to those who had stayed behind, but their numbers far exceeded the original group.

The goblins pressed forward, forcing Bern and Blanca deeper into the cavern until they were completely surrounded.

“Tsk, tsk,” the goblin lord said mockingly.

“Hesitation has sealed your fate. Had you sworn loyalty sooner, you might have earned a better position in my ranks.”

“Was your plan to buy time from the start?”

Bern asked.

“Does it matter now?” the goblin lord sneered.

“And if I swore loyalty now, would you accept?”

“I would, though your status would be far lower than before. This is your final chance.”

The goblins raised their weapons, ready to strike, while Blanca clung tightly to Bern’s coat.

Bern answered, not with words, but with action.

-Swooosh!

The fluffy orb Bern had been holding—a seemingly harmless object the size of a volleyball—flew through the air, making a menacing whistling sound.

The goblin lord, sensing danger, instinctively rolled to the side.

The orb struck the chair where the goblin lord had been sitting, reducing it to splinters.

“Kill him!” the goblin lord roared.

-Griiiik!

The goblin soldiers charged. Blanca, unable to contain her panic, shouted, “What now?!”

“This!”

Bern replied, launching himself forward.

The goblins formed a wall of weapons in his path, but Bern didn’t hesitate.

-Taat!

-Ghik?!

Leaping into the air, Bern used the goblins’ heads as stepping stones, dashing toward the cavern wall.

Clinging to Bern’s back, Blanca could only think of one thing: This man is absolutely insane.

Even if you don’t get hurt, a single moment of imbalance on these unstable footholds would lead to being buried in the midst of enemies.

Bern moved forward with confidence, as if the possibility of failure didn’t exist in his mind.

His strides were steady and bold, his steps never faltering.

Finally, Bern’s foot landed not on a goblin’s head but somewhere else entirely.

At the same time, the view from Blanca, clinging to his back, spun wildly.

It was inevitable—the place where Bern stepped wasn’t the ground but the massive wall of the cavern they were in.

The enormous chamber, chosen by the Goblin Lord as his pseudo-throne room, wasn’t just vast horizontally—it stretched skyward.

Bern sprinted diagonally along the rugged, uneven wall, climbing higher with each leap.

Then he shouted to Blanca.

“Center! Fire at will! Maximum power!”

“Are you out of your mind?!”

“Adventurers must at least do this much!”

There’s no such adventurer in the world!

Blanca wanted to scream those words, but her hands were already moving without hesitation, reaching toward the ground below.

Most of the mana left within her surged forth in an instant, transforming into an immense burst of fiery energy.

Annoying as it was, her chaotic movements earlier, casting magic left and right, seemed to have been worth it.

The aim came effortlessly.

‘The spell that burns even stone.’

Fwoosh!

The intense heat radiating from above caused the Goblin Lord’s pupils to tremble.

Yet, he wasn’t an ordinary goblin.

“A fire that size… It won’t wipe us all out!”

At most, about ten goblins—or possibly several dozen due to their dense formation—might perish. Still, the majority of his troops would survive.

With that assurance, he grabbed two nearby goblins, using them as shields to cover himself.

His calculation would have been correct—if not for the massive wad of cotton soaked in oil embedded in his throne.

No matter how exceptional his intelligence and talent, the Goblin Lord’s experience was limited to his small world.

The fire Blanca unleashed touched the throne, igniting the oil-soaked cotton in an instant.

The compressed oil burst forth on contact, spreading the flames explosively.

Boom!

Light.

Heat.

Shockwaves.

Even the two adventurers high up near the cavern ceiling felt the overwhelming force.

Blanca, barely managing to keep her eyes open, looked down at the scene unfolding below and found her mouth hanging open.

The once well-armed, disciplined green army was gone.

The goblins near the center had been burned to death, charred black in an instant.

Those farther out were engulfed in flames, writhing silently in agony.

Among the survivors was the Goblin Lord himself.

“Ugh… Urgh… Gyaaah…!!”

His naturally robust body and quick thinking, using others as shields, had saved him from the worst.

Still, it only prolonged his suffering.

The flames clung to his skin, refusing to die down, forcing him to crawl across the ground like an insect.

He couldn’t comprehend the situation—no, he refused to.

He was destined for greatness, born to overcome the limits of goblins and elevate his kin.

Yet here he was, defeated, unable to achieve anything.


As Bern approached with a calm expression, the Goblin Lord spat curses.

“Don’t get arrogant! If only… If only I had a little more time, you wretch wouldn’t stand a chance!”

Bern frowned for a moment, then responded in a tone laced with indifference.

“…The one who cut your time short was none other than you.”

“What…?”

“If you needed time, you should have been more careful. If you had avoided detection, strengthened your forces in secret, and expanded cautiously, no one would have noticed until much later.”


Bern’s voice was calm but merciless as he delivered the verdict.

“You didn’t lose because you were unlucky. You lost because of your own mistakes.”

The Goblin Lord’s eyes quivered.

Before he could respond, Bern’s sword sliced through his neck without hesitation.

He picked up the severed head and turned to Blanca.

“For a first commission, this was a pretty decent result, don’t you think?”

Blanca silently stared at Bern, her gaze akin to that of a cat trying to understand the universe.
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When Bern and Blanca submitted their report to the guild regarding the completion of their quest, the initial reaction they received was far from expected.

“Goblins kidnapped humans, extracted knowledge through coercion, and built their arsenal? Over 200 goblins, fully armed with weapons and armor? On top of that, their leader displayed intelligence surpassing most humans and harbored plans to absorb human civilization? And two adventurers managed to annihilate them all? Blanca, have you considered becoming a playwright?”

To some extent, the guild’s disbelief was understandable.

Adventurers exaggerating their exploits was commonplace, but this seemed outrageous even by their standards.

However, Blanca insisted they investigate the site themselves. 

She even offered to work as a receptionist for life if her claims were false. 

Intrigued, the guild manager dispatched investigators to confirm the report.

“…Damn. This is the first time I’ve seen a mountain of goblin corpses like this. If we’d arrived a few days later, the smell would’ve been unbearable.”

“There are significant burn marks inside. It looks like at least a hundred of them were taken out at once.”

“There are also signs that people were being held captive here.”

Initially, the investigators were skeptical, finding the claims absurd. 

But the deeper their investigation went, the grimmer their expressions became.

It wasn’t just rare to find such a large, unified group of goblins. 

The fact that they were equipped—some even with custom gear—was unprecedented and alarming. 

These seasoned investigators realized that this situation, left unchecked, could have escalated into a disaster that might engulf the entire kingdom.

The report was deemed so serious that it reached the Eastern Branch Chief, an unusual step for a second-tier quest. 

The chief, upon hearing the details, let out a string of curses.

“So they let this situation fester until it blew out of control, then tried to pass it off to us as a simple goblin eradication request?”

The branch chief immediately put pressure on the Viscount of Atra, under whose jurisdiction the problem originated. 

At first, the viscount feigned ignorance, claiming they had no idea the situation was so dire. 

But as the guild continued to press, the viscount shifted blame.

“It wouldn’t have escalated if you’d resolved it sooner,” the viscount retorted, his tone infuriatingly arrogant.

Thus, another chapter was added to the long-standing animosity between the adventurers’ guild and the nobility.

While the higher-ups squabbled over pride and authority, the people on the ground were more concerned about their immediate pay.

“For now, we can’t offer additional compensation,” the guild manager declared.

Blanca’s face darkened at the words, prompting the manager to hastily explain.

“If you’d reported the situation before resolving it, the guild could’ve renegotiated with the client, and you would’ve received appropriate compensation. But you resolved it before the renegotiation process was complete. So, by the original terms, the pay remains as is.”

“That’s the official reason. What’s the real one?” Blanca asked bluntly.

“…The Viscount of Atra roped in other nobles. They’re united in refusing any additional rewards. They’re essentially daring us to take action, smugly saying, ‘Try and see what happens.’ It’s infuriating.”

Comparatively, the guild had the upper hand in military power over the Viscount’s forces. 

After all, if they couldn’t even handle their own territory and outsourced the work to adventurers, how formidable could they really be? 

But should the guild resort to force, it would risk turning the entire kingdom’s nobility against them.

The kingdom’s nobles, corrupt and self-serving as they were, would never tolerate a precedent that threatened their authority.

“For now, let’s be patient. They’ll eventually sacrifice some subordinate and claim ignorance of the situation. It’s only a matter of time.”

“No, thank you. I’m not waiting indefinitely for that to happen.”

“…Don’t tell me you’re asking the guild to dip into its own funds for this? The best I can offer is reducing your guild debt.”

“No need for that. Just give us official recognition.”

Blanca held up three fingers.

“Promote Bern to rank three. His achievements warrant it.”

“Didn’t you say before the quest that he only wanted access to third-rank quests? And that he needed to complete three more quests first?”

“The quest’s nature changed, so the reward should change too. This is enough to justify it.”

“He’s only been at rank two for less than a week.”

“The guild doesn’t operate on seniority, only performance. Isn’t that what you always say?”

The manager sighed deeply, his expression sour.

After a moment of deliberation, he relented.

“Fine, but there won’t be any monetary rewards. Even if the Viscount caves later, none of it will go to you.”

“That’s fine.”

“Good. Now get out. Dealing with you is exhausting.”

With a dismissive wave, the manager sent Blanca off.

She left without protest, but as she exited, a man in the guild hall greeted her with a deep bow.

“Welcome back, ma’am!”

The surrounding adventurers whispered among themselves, while Blanca’s face turned red with irritation.

“How many times do I have to tell you to just call me Blanca? What’s with this ‘ma’am’ nonsense?”

“You saved my life, healed my ankle, and freed me from slavery! How could I address my savior so casually?”

The man, who introduced himself as Lenya, was one of the captives Bern and Blanca had rescued. 

He had been a traveling adventurer caught in the goblin raid while staying in the village. 

Unlike the other freed slaves, who left to rebuild their lives, Lenya insisted on tagging along, offering to do any work they required.

Blanca was wary of his sycophantic nature, but Bern argued otherwise.

“People like him have a knack for sensing danger. Keeping him around could prove useful,” Bern had said with a wry smile. “It’s like having a canary in the mine.”

Back in the present, Lenya continued with his report.

“The negotiations went well, ma’am. The rank adjustment should be finalized by tomorrow.”

“Good work. Lenya, how did your task go?” Bern asked.

“Sir! I’ve successfully transferred my guild affiliation from the Southeastern Branch to the Eastern Branch. I pledge to serve you with my all!”

Blanca shuddered at his overzealous response, while Bern simply nodded, unbothered.

“Good to have you.”

***

As the crown prince, he had experienced every form of flattery and sycophancy.

Compared to the subtle nuances and calculated performances of those individuals, such blatant groveling felt almost refreshing—like watching a playful performance.

It put his mind at ease.

“Was there no discussion about the resources gathered by the goblins?”

“Not really. Besides, we had already agreed to take the byproducts, so even if there had been any complaints, there wouldn’t be much to feel guilty about.”

At a glance, the two adventurers appeared to have only gained recognition for their accomplishments without much financial reward, but the reality was different.

The Goblin Lord had amassed vast resources for his kingdom, completely uprooting the surrounding regions.

While meat and oil were difficult to transport and sell, leather was a different story. 

Once woven into large bundles, even Bern could carry a considerable amount on his own.

The proceeds from selling the leather in various locations weren’t life-changing, but they were enough to form a decent sum.

“You mentioned being in debt to the guild. Wouldn’t it be better to settle that first? If you’re short, I don’t mind covering it with my share.”

At Bern’s suggestion, Blanca firmly shook her head.

“No, I can’t allow that. Unless it’s something we agreed to upfront—like setting aside a portion of our earnings for party expenses—financial dealings among comrades must remain strictly professional. Plenty of successful parties have fallen apart because of poor money management.”

To Blanca, Bern was a lifeline she couldn’t afford to lose.

Just because she was in a desperate situation didn’t mean she’d foolishly sever the rope she clung to.

“As long as I show the guild I’m consistently paying back a certain amount, they won’t pressure me too much. With the interest involved, they’d actually prefer I take my time.”

Blanca didn’t mention that before meeting Bern, she hadn’t even been able to meet that minimum payment, leading to her current role as a guild receptionist. 

She didn’t want anyone’s pity. 

To avoid that, she needed to strengthen herself.


“We’ll start taking on official requests after I earn my third-grade certification tomorrow. For now, let’s eat, rest, and meet at the guild entrance in the morning. Sound good?”

“Understood.”

“Got it! Now, everyone, dig in before the food gets cold!”

As they ate, Blanca’s thoughts drifted away from the meal, focusing instead on plans for the future.

‘There’s no way I can afford a proper magic tool with this money. Even scrolls are cutting it close… Mana potions? Practical, but they’re consumables. Maybe I should save up a bit more.’

Blanca failed to notice the peculiar expression on Bern’s face as he observed her deep in thought.

***

After parting ways with the group, Bern returned to his inn and sat in silence, lost in contemplation.

It wasn’t long before a voice whispered in his ear from the shadows.

[She’s an admirable woman, isn’t she? Despite having a man by her side who could solve all her problems with a word, she strives to catch up on her own. Why not comfort her? Hmm? If you give her a warm, intimate embrace, she might feel reassured. Even with a clone spell, there’s plenty you can do at night, so no need to hold back.]

“…You’ve been silent for a while, and that’s the first thing you say?”

Despite Bern’s sarcasm, Lucidra remained unfazed.

[What else would a demon say? Should I suggest something wholesome, like a morning stroll for the two of you?]

“Oh, that’s actually a good idea. As a mage, she can’t rely solely on spells. Physical training is essential. I’m surprised you came up with something useful for once. Let’s stick to advice like that from now on.”

[······.]

Though Lucidra’s form wasn’t visible, Bern could imagine her expression—likely resembling someone who had bitten into a sour fruit.

“Well then, how about striking a deal with me?”

[…A deal? With you? That’s unexpected.]

Lucidra, who had previously attempted to secure contracts with the crown prince, found herself intrigued and suspicious of his sudden proposal.

“Do you know any techniques or spells that could aid a mage?”

[Sure, I do. But why bother making a deal for that? Don’t you already know a lot?]

“The things I know are all proprietary to the Empire. If they were leaked, it would cause a significant problem—and could endanger Blanca.”

[Ah, so you want to borrow my power instead. What’s the price?]

“The mana and souls of the monsters I slay as Bern the adventurer. You can devour them. The ratio will depend on how practical and risk-free the techniques and spells you offer are.”


[Hold on. I can consume mana and souls on my own without your permission. And you’re only offering a percentage?]

“What are you talking about? Without my clone spell to open a passage, you’re stuck near your main body, confined to the Imperial Palace. Should I start charging you a toll instead?”

[…You’re really something. Why don’t you treat me half as kindly as that adventurer woman?]

Lucidra grumbled, but realizing Bern’s resolve was unshakable, she sighed and offered her reply.

“How about Essence Drain?”
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Bern’s expression froze coldly.

Normally, to communicate with Lucidra, it was enough to focus strongly on directing thoughts toward her, but this time, he unintentionally voiced his thoughts aloud.

“Try thinking before you speak, will you?”

Lucidra retorted indignantly.

[What? Why? Do you think demon worshippers and witches perform sabbaths and rituals just for fun? There’s hardly a technique as quick, efficient, and easy for gathering magic. For someone like that woman, who naturally has a low amount of magical power, this could multiply her magic in an instant.]

“The method is the problem,” Bern replied, his tone sharp.

Teaching Blanca the art of absorption for combat enhancement?

There wasn’t even room for excuses—this was outright harassment.

Sure, bawdy jokes were common in the adventurer circles, but directing them at a teammate
was a completely different story.

[Well, technically speaking, absorption doesn’t have to involve sexual acts. Touching someone with your hand—or more precisely, direct skin contact—can drain their vitality and magic. Even absorbing the soul and essence of a defeated foe falls under ‘absorption.’]

“Hmm. That part sounds decent enough. How about 70%?”

[This ability is one of the sources that earned me the title of Great Demon. You think 70% cuts it? Of course not. I’d need full ownership plus additional compensation!]

“Come to think of it, 65% seems more than sufficient.”

[What? You’re already planning to skim off the top? And why is the percentage dropping?!]

“This is for Blanca’s combat enhancement, but if you drain everything, she’ll gain nothing from learning this technique. 60%.”

[No way! Honestly, even taking 100% barely covers what I’m giving you!]

“We don’t need to reveal the knowledge or technique itself. A tool that functions as an intermediary would suffice. That would also minimize the risk of leaks. 55%.”

[Easy for you to say! Do you think crafting something like that is simple?!]

“Understood. 50%.”

[Fine! Enough! I’ll do it!]

“I’m glad we’ve reached a mutually satisfying agreement.”

[You devil…]

For a moment, Bern was curious.

If it were another species, calling someone a “devil” would be an insult.

Was it the same for Lucidra?

Roughly ten minutes later, a small ring emerged from Bern’s shadow with a faint plop.

Considering how Lucidra had insisted it wouldn’t be easy, it was a surprisingly quick result.

[This is a crystallization of a portion of my essence. While wearing it, whether you defeat a monster or a human, a part of their life force will be absorbed and bestowed upon the wearer. If the hand wearing the ring is in direct contact with the target, the absorption speed increases.]

Lucidra’s voice sounded slightly drained, indicating the effort that went into crafting the ring.

“Does it increase the total reservoir, or just the current level of magic power?”

[Both. If the user’s capacity is empty, it fills it. If full, it expands the reservoir itself.]

“Interesting.”

Bern was genuinely impressed.

In essence, it was akin to an RPG character leveling up and increasing stats by defeating monsters—but limited to magical power. 

For ordinary adventurers, killing a hundred goblins wouldn’t result in any meaningful enhancement.

This was almost game-breaking in comparison.

“Are there any side effects or usage limitations?”

[No one but that woman can use it. The terms of the deal are strictly bound to her benefit.]

Bern nodded.

Lucidra, too, wouldn’t want her power scattered indiscriminately, especially since it posed a significant threat if misused.

[…But tell me, why are you so fixated on her?]

“Fixated? Me?”

[Yes, you are. Blanca, or whatever her name is, isn’t exactly a standout in terms of talent or potential. Wouldn’t it be better to just keep growing on your own and then partner up with someone at your level as needed?]

Lucidra couldn’t understand Bern’s reasoning.

Sure, he was still considered a “promising rookie,” but once word of the recent goblin incident spread, his value would soar.

He’d have no shortage of better opportunities and allies.

Yet, for some reason, he was going out of his way to support Blanca.

Bern answered as if it were obvious.

“Because that’s something the crown prince cannot do.”

[What?]

Lucidra’s response was filled with confusion.

Bern gave a wry smile.

A crown prince, surrounded by immense power and authority, was bound by endless restrictions.

He couldn’t leave the palace freely or extend kindness to others without it being seen as a political move.

Every personal gesture risked becoming a scandal.

But an adventurer wasn’t like that.

An adventurer could act freely, help someone they liked, and pursue what they desired without constraints.

That was Bern’s dream as a crown prince.

That was who Bern, the adventurer, had become.

“Well, that’s—hmm?”

Bern tilted his head, his sharp senses catching the hurried footsteps rushing toward his room.

“Brother! Are you here, brother?”

The voice calling him was familiar.

When Bern opened the door, Lenya was standing there, dripping with sweat.

“Blanca is in danger, brother!”

Bern’s eyes narrowed.

“Blanca. Don’t you think you’ve been a bit careless lately?”

In the adventurer world, there was a saying:

The moment you feel luckiest is often the most dangerous.

It wasn’t mere paranoia—the saying was backed by countless real-life examples.

Luck made people complacent, and in a life constantly teetering on the edge, that was a fatal weakness.

But even so, this was too fast.

Blanca let out a heavy sigh.

“I don’t know what you’re getting at, Karina.”

Unlike Blanca, whose light blue hair matched her completely covered outfit, Karina’s red hair fell over her exposed shoulders and chest, a sneer on her lips.

“When I heard you were hired as a guild receptionist, I was genuinely happy for you. As an old comrade, it felt good to see you find stability instead of being endlessly criticized.”

But then, Karina continued, her voice dripping with venom.

“You threw away that chance. You abandoned a receptionist job—something others would kill for—just to grab onto a rookie fresh out of his shell. Then, you filed those ridiculous false reports to fabricate achievements. Blanca, what happened to you? You’ve become so pathetic that I’m embarrassed to even associate with you.”

Karina’s voice overflowed with undisguised hatred and contempt.

Feeling disheartened, Blanca’s gaze shifted to Karina’s companions.

Two warriors, a thief, and a mage capable of healing magic.

All of them were faces Blanca knew.

Ironically, only one of them looked away awkwardly, while the rest fixed their gazes on Blanca with eyes filled with suspicion and dissatisfaction, seemingly siding with Karina.

“Karina’s right. No matter how desperate your situation is, spouting such ridiculous nonsense tarnishes our reputation too.”

“I never said anything ridiculous.”

“Ha! So you expect us to believe that just two people wiped out hundreds of goblins?”

“The guild dispatched an investigation team to confirm it.”

“Sure, but weren’t you part of the guild for a while? How do we know you didn’t pull some shady strings behind the scenes?”

Blanca frowned deeply.

Their words were absurd.

The Adventurer’s Guild was not an entity so easily deceived, and such accusations could even be seen as questioning the guild’s competence and fairness.

If an ordinary adventurer spouted such nonsense in the middle of the street, the guild could penalize them severely, and no one would argue otherwise.

But these weren’t ordinary adventurers.

They were a third-class adventurer party, so rare that you could count their kind on two hands in the entire Eastern Division, and their promotion to the fourth class was almost a certainty.

Unless they outright rebelled against the guild, punishing them for gossiping in the street was unthinkable.

Especially when the dispute involved former comrades.

“Believe whatever you want. It’s your choice. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

“Wait. We’re not done here.”

Blanca, deciding that prolonging the conversation would only exhaust her, turned to leave, but she couldn’t take another step.

Several ice spikes materialized in the air, surrounding her and blocking her path.

Blanca’s expression turned cold as she spun around to face the red-haired mage.

“Don’t cross the line, Karina.”

“You’re the one who crossed it first. After being kicked out for incompetence, are you trying to disgrace our party even further?”

Blanca clenched her teeth.

If it were the old Blanca, she could have melted these petty ice tricks with her flames.

Back when they were in the same party, they often competed with fire and ice, and their teammates used to joke that they had learned the wrong spells based on their hair colors.


But the current Blanca had to treat even such minor provocations as serious threats.

She could melt these ice spikes, but Karina would respond with a stronger spell. 

In the end, Blanca would lose.

“What do you want?”

“Now we’re getting somewhere.”

Karina smirked, her expression brimming with amusement at Blanca’s forced patience.

“Well, talking here is a bit much, isn’t it? Let’s move somewhere else and have a nice chat, shall we?”

Karina’s unusually sweet voice made Blanca hesitate, but before she could reluctantly agree, a loud, obnoxious voice interrupted.

“There! Over there! Boss!”

A man, the epitome of a sniveling lackey, pointed at Blanca and Karina as he ran toward them.

And then, Blanca felt a sudden sensation of weightlessness.

“…Huh?”

Her vision spun wildly, and she felt strong arms holding her tightly.

Realizing she was being carried princess-style, Blanca looked up in a daze and murmured,

“Bern?”

“Blanca, are you alright?”

“Why are you…”

Why was he here?

Why had he intervened?

And why did his face look so grim?

Blanca’s “why” held countless meanings, but no answers came.

Bern simply checked her condition in silence, then, realizing she wasn’t injured, gently set her down on the ground.

“What the hell is that?”

Karina stared in disbelief.

The ice spikes she had levitated in the air to block Blanca’s escape were still firmly in place.

Yet Bern had effortlessly carried Blanca away, and Karina hadn’t seen how he had done it.

Her gaze turned to her comrades.

As warriors who relied on physical abilities and could enhance their bodies with magic, they should have been able to see what Bern had done.

But they, too, were at a loss, unable to explain what had happened.

They exchanged wary glances with Karina, signaling the unusual situation.

Karina, a veteran adventurer herself, quickly suppressed her confusion and erased the ice spikes.

Realizing that Bern’s abilities far exceeded her expectations, she decided that conversation would be wiser than conflict.


“Hold on, I think you’re misunderstanding something. I wasn’t trying to cause any harm. I just wanted to talk to Blanca.”

And then Bern spoke.

“Do you not even know the difference between talking and threatening, you idiot?”

His harsh words, completely unlike the usual Bern, froze the atmosphere.





 
  Chapter 13: New Adventurer Bern (11)


Blanca had always considered Bern to be a remarkably composed person.

He never flirted with female adventurers.

He didn’t look down on others or act arrogantly.

He never uttered vulgarities or crass jokes.

His attire was always neat, and he never smelled from neglecting to wash.

It might sound obvious that someone should behave this way, but in the adventurer world, it was rare to find people who met even these basic standards.

The guild’s hiring criteria for receptionists even included not tolerating someone who “speaks like they’ve been chewing on a mop.”

Though some adventurers might believe their rough manners were a badge of honor, Blanca saw Bern as a young man whose every action reflected a refined upbringing.

“Can’t you tell the difference between a conversation and a threat, you idiot?”

Thus, when Bern let loose a string of harsh profanity, Blanca was more shocked than anyone present.

His demeanor was menacing, his gaze brimming with undisguised fury.

It was a stark contrast to his usual playful indifference, even when provoked.

“…Idiot? Are you talking to me? Can you back up those words?”

But Karina and her companions weren’t ones to back down either.

While Karina usually avoided direct confrontations with opponents whose strength was uncertain, it was merely out of caution—a trait common among adventurers when faced with unknown risks.

It wasn’t because she feared losing to Bern.

More than that, backing down after being publicly insulted would only make Karina’s party a laughingstock among adventurers.

“You’d better watch your words. I’ll let this slide once since you’re new.”

Whatever her personality, Karina’s magical prowess was undeniable.

As she began to draw on her power, the warm spring air turned icy, as if everyone had stepped into a frozen tundra.

Even the spectators, who had been watching with lighthearted interest, felt their bodies stiffen as an oppressive chill washed over them.

They couldn’t open their mouths, and even the slightest movement of their fingertips required immense effort.

Blanca’s face turned pale.

She realized that Karina hadn’t even cast a spell yet—this was purely the effect of her raw magical energy.

The adventurers’ guild divided its members into seven ranks, but even the highest-ranked adventurer within the guild typically didn’t exceed rank five.

This was because the continent’s system of grading individuals’ abilities adhered to seven levels.

Among them, the number four held significant symbolic weight.

Some claimed it marked the boundary between humans and superhumans.

A warrior could manifest aura blades, a cleric could invoke the powers of their deity, and a mage’s mana would gain unique properties, significantly enhancing the potency and efficiency of their spells.

Although Blanca knew Bern was strong, going up against a rank-four mage—particularly an ice mage, notorious for being difficult to counter in one-on-one combat—along with her rank-three companions was an impossible feat.

Blanca tried to stop Bern, but her body, engulfed by the cold, wouldn’t respond.

All she could do was feebly clutch the edge of his cloak.

Bern looked down at Blanca.

“It’s okay.”

His words were brief but filled with unwavering confidence.

Leaving the frozen Blanca behind, Bern strode toward Karina.

Karina scowled and summoned an ice spike, hurling it toward Bern.

Shwoosh!

The spike, which should have grazed Bern’s cheek to intimidate him, was instead caught directly by his hand.

“How…”

Karina flinched at Bern’s astonishing reflexes in the freezing cold but quickly dismissed it as a mistake on his part.

In sub-zero temperatures, touching ice or metal with bare skin would cause it to stick, tearing the flesh upon contact.
If Bern had deflected it with a weapon or the back of his hand, it might have been different.

But grabbing it with his bare hand?

His skin must now be fused to the spike.

Karina summoned three more ice spikes and hurled them at him.

Even if he managed to catch one with his remaining hand, he wouldn’t be able to stop all three.

Though she didn’t intend to kill him, the bone-chilling cold would leave him bedridden for days.

But once again, her expectations were shattered.

Bern calmly opened his supposedly incapacitated right hand and intercepted all three spikes with ease.

Now, four ice spikes were wedged between his fingers as if they were darts.

Bern raised his hand to show off his catch, then crushed the spikes into powder with a single squeeze.

Karina took a step back, creating more distance, and two warriors stepped forward in her place.

“This bastard really wants to fight, huh?”

“Tsk, fine.”

One was a brash man who had mocked Blanca earlier, his demeanor full of aggression.

The other, a bearded man, sighed reluctantly as if he found the situation troublesome but couldn’t avoid it.

Unlike most adventurers, who wore simple leather or cloth armor, these two were clad in full metal armor made of chainmail and steel plates.

Moreover, they showed no signs of discomfort in Karina’s freezing aura, suggesting they had some means of resistance against the cold.

Their gear and composure were comparable to those of elite soldiers from a noble’s estate.

Their confidence was well-earned.

But Bern paid them no mind and continued advancing.

“You little bastard!”

Agitated by Bern’s calm demeanor, the brash warrior swung his longsword with lethal intent, unlike Karina, who had aimed to avoid fatal blows.

Bern raised his hand again.

The spectators braced themselves for the sight of blood, but the blade failed to cut Bern.

No, it didn’t even leave a scratch.

“You… you bastard!”

The flustered man desperately tried to free his sword, but Bern’s grip did not budge. 

With a flick of his wrist, Bern yanked the longsword free as though the blade itself were merely a handle. 

Gripping it as if the edge were harmless, Bern’s calm contrasted with the man’s shocked disbelief.

However, his companions didn’t stand idle.

“Hyah!”

A bearded warrior swung his hexagonal mace at Bern’s side, while a thief, who had stealthily circled behind him, aimed a dagger at his back.

From above, a massive icicle, far larger than anything before, descended at terrifying speed.

It was a coordinated assault befitting seasoned adventurers.

But for Bern, it was far from enough.

Thud!

“Guh-agh!”

The flamboyant man was the first to fall.

His own sword—its hilt and cross-guard, not the blade—crashed into his shoulder, embedding deep into his flesh.

His collarbone shattered with an audible crack, and he collapsed unconscious, frothing blood.

Using the momentum of his strike, Bern flipped himself upward, evading the bearded warrior’s mace and the thief’s dagger.

The thief came next.

Bern shattered the descending icicle with a kick and used his elevation to drop onto the thief, slamming his head into the ground with a sickening crunch.

Crack!

The thief’s body convulsed briefly before going limp.

The bearded warrior followed.

Bern dodged a second ice spike by twisting his head and countered with a sharp kick to the warrior’s torso, sending him flying into the wall.

Though conscious, the warrior was paralyzed, trembling as the shock of the impact rendered him unable to move.

Fourth was the healer, who stood frozen in fear.

Unlike the others, he seemed less skilled and slower to react.

Even as his allies fell, he fumbled to prepare a healing spell.

His feeble attempts to cast protective barriers paled in comparison to the efforts of Karina, who continuously tried to block Bern’s path with walls of ice.

Bern shattered the ice wall with a kick and hurled the fragments at the healer.

The man let out a frog-like croak as the shards knocked him out cold.

And then there was one.

Karina, trembling, realized the vast gulf between their abilities.

All her spells had been effortlessly dismantled. 

As Bern approached, she shrank back, her defiance crumbling under the weight of his gaze.

“Still think it’s just a rumor?”

Bern asked, his voice cold and cutting.

“Even now, do you believe we fabricated our achievements to earn undeserved glory? Unless your brain is stuffed with cotton, you should know by now—we don’t need to. We achieve results with skill, not lies.”

Though his words were directed at Karina, the onlookers felt a chill run down their spines.

Many adventurers had secretly doubted Bern and Blanca’s accomplishments, spreading rumors behind their backs. 

To them, Bern’s statement sounded like a warning, one not easily dismissed.

But the pressure Karina felt was incomparable. 

In Bern’s gaze, she saw an overwhelming force that left no room for resistance. 

Even members of fifth-rank parties didn’t exude such an aura.

Trembling, she stammered, “I… I was wrong.”

“Were you?”

Bern pressed, his tone unyielding.

“I was wrong… I’m sorry!” she cried, her voice breaking.

Only then did Bern’s stern expression soften into a smile, and Karina, sensing she had been spared, felt a wave of relief.

But then, in his usual calm and polite tone, Bern said, “Well, then. You should be punished accordingly for your mistake.”

“Huh?”

Her confusion turned into pain as a sharp slap sent her spinning through the air, landing her headfirst into a nearby trash bin.

Bern scanned the area.

Though it seemed he had mercilessly destroyed the entire party, his strikes had been measured.

The warrior and thief, who had attacked with killing intent, bore the brunt of his wrath, while the others were subdued with relative restraint.

Satisfied, Bern turned to Blanca and asked, “Should I go harder on any of them? Let me know how many times more, and I’ll oblige.”


“What kind of nonsense…?”

Blanca nearly voiced her disbelief but caught herself.

Remembering that Bern was both her savior and ally, she cautiously replied, “No… I think this is more than enough.”

“Is that so? As expected, my judgment is precise,” Bern said, nodding in satisfaction.

His clear, unwavering gaze silenced not only Blanca but everyone nearby.

None dared to speak.

[How can someone like this be treated as a flawless golden boy? Ah… it must be because he can’t vent elsewhere, so it comes out like this here.]

Such thoughts lingered unspoken among the crowd.



 
  Chapter 14: New Adventurer Bern (12)


After leaving Lenya to handle the aftermath, Bern escorted Blanca back to the inn where she was staying.

Though initially stunned into silence by Bern’s actions after the battle, Blanca’s expression grew darker as time passed. 

By now, anyone could see the sorrow etched across her face. 

Scratching his cheek awkwardly, Bern addressed her.

“Things don’t seem great today. Get a good night’s rest, and I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ve reserved a room next door to yours, so if anything happens, I’ll be able to respond immediately. So please, don’t worry—”

“Bern. Could I borrow some of your time?” 

Blanca interrupted, her eyes resolute as if she had made a decision.

Bern hesitated briefly before sitting back down. 

Blanca began to share her story.

Blanca’s mother was a mage.

This wasn’t a metaphor about parents seeming magical to their children. 

Blanca’s mother could summon fire from nothing and heal with just her touch.

Magic was a rare and precious art. 

Even basic spells, like igniting wood or freezing water, were prohibitively expensive for commoners. 

More often than not, items claiming to contain magic were fakes.

In that sense, it was extraordinary that a simple country woman, without any noble lineage, could wield multiple types of magic effortlessly. 

But young Blanca never questioned the oddity of her mother’s gifts.

Her mother was far too elegant and beautiful to be just another rural housewife. 

She had never known her father, and in a corner of their home, her mother kept a worn sword she maintained with great care. 

Blanca’s lessons in reading, writing, and table etiquette felt like natural parts of life—things she never thought to question.

Only after growing up and venturing into society did Blanca realize how unusual her upbringing had been.

Life for Blanca and her mother had been relatively abundant. 

Despite being an outsider in the rural village, Blanca’s mother’s powers made her indispensable. 

With no shrine or priests nearby and not even a decent apothecary in the village, the villagers had no choice but to rely on a mage who could heal wounds with a mere touch.

Her mother accepted no compensation for her healing, but this only endeared her to the villagers further. 

They willingly offered her gifts, knowing that staying on good terms with her might one day save their lives or those of their loved ones.

The respect and goodwill the villagers had for her mother extended to Blanca as well, and she felt it even as a child. 

Blanca loved her mother deeply, and her mother loved her just as much. 

Their peaceful and happy life seemed like it would last forever.

But that happiness was cruelly stolen from them.

One day, an ominous, noxious purple mist blanketed the village.

Terrifying screams echoed through the fog, and a hunter who once laughed heartily while handing Blanca fruits stumbled through the streets with half his skull shattered, oozing viscous fluids.

The third son of the village chief, who had boasted about leaving the countryside to become an adventurer, now growled like a beast as he tore into his older brother’s throat.

The dead attacked the living, and those who fell became assailants themselves, turning the village into a hellscape.

In the midst of the chaos, the villagers clung to Blanca’s mother as their only hope. 

Flames that had once baked pies for Blanca now reduced the undead to ash. 

The villagers fought desperately to survive under her protection.

When the last of the corpses were defeated and hope began to return to their faces, it appeared.

“As fortune would have it,” the lich said, its voice tinged with cruel amusement. 

“I only sought to replenish my ranks, yet here I find a perfect new heart in this remote village.”

The skeletal creature, with cold blue flames where its eyes should have been, spoke as if it had stumbled upon a treasure.

Neither Blanca, her mother, nor the villagers could refute the lich. 

With a mere wave of its hand, the undead army they had just vanquished was resurrected. 

Their hard-won victory was undone in an instant, plunging the villagers into despair.

Only one person stood firm: Blanca’s trembling yet determined mother.

The lich, as though entertained by her resolve, offered a chilling proposition.

“I could kill you all and take what I need… but I’m in a generous mood. I’ll make you an offer: surrender your soul willingly, and I shall spare the rest.”

Though cloaked as mercy, the lich’s offer was a poison-laced trap. 

In magic, willingness held immense power. 

A forced contract and one entered willingly differed drastically in their binding strength. 

To willingly surrender her soul meant eternal servitude to the lich.

Blanca, too young to understand the intricacies of magic, instinctively knew the lich couldn’t be allowed to have its way. 

She ran out of the house, where the other children were hiding, and clung to her mother.

“Don’t go, please! Don’t do this!” 

Blanca sobbed, holding her mother’s legs.

Looking back, Blanca despised her younger self for her actions that day. 

What had she hoped to achieve by clinging to her mother? 

All she had done was expose her mother’s weakness to the lich.

Her mother, gently stroking her hair, handed Blanca her staff.

“I’m sorry, my darling. I wish I’d taught you more, prepared you better.”

“Eat well, mind your manners, and practice your magic diligently.”

“I love you, Blanca.”

That was the last memory Blanca had of her mother. 

Warm light enveloped her, lulling her into sleep. 

When she awoke, it was all over.

Blanca begged the surviving villagers to help rescue her mother, but no one dared challenge the lich. 

Some even tried to dissuade her, fearing it might provoke the creature further.

Disheartened, Blanca turned to the lord governing their territory, pleading for aid. 

But she was denied an audience. 

The soldiers, realizing the value of the staff and sword she carried, tried to confiscate them under the guise of a search.

Fleeing from the soldiers, Blanca returned to the village. 

Selling everything except the staff and sword her mother left behind, she amassed enough money to seek out the Adventurers’ Guild.

“Please,” she implored, “help me defeat the lich.”

The future head of the Eastern Branch, who would later take up that position, accepted the request with a complicated expression, despite looking at Blanca, who handed over a pouch full of coins.

However, even if the guild accepted the request, it was meaningless unless adventurers took it on.

Those skilled enough knew how dangerous a lich was and refused to accept the mission.

Meanwhile, the greedy amateurs couldn’t even defeat a single undead servant of the lich, let alone face the lich itself, and fled in terror.

This happened three times.

Eventually, the request to defeat the lich became an eyesore that no one wanted to bother with.

At that moment, Blanca finally admitted it.

Unless she took matters into her own hands, there would be no one to save her mother.

And so, Blanca became an adventurer.

There were many adventurers who wanted a skilled mage as their companion, and Blanca had the staff passed down from her mother.

Although Blanca’s inherent magical power wasn’t particularly strong, the staff allowed her to wield powerful magic.

She climbed the ranks as an adventurer remarkably smoothly and even met capable companions along the way.

If things continued like this, if she just went a little further…

Then she could truly defeat that cursed lich and free her mother.


Another misfortune struck precisely when such thoughts were filling her mind.

Crash.

When she tried to use the most powerful spell she knew against a giant orc, an ominous cracking sound came from the staff in her hand.

The magic went haywire, and the fierce flames didn’t strike the orc but instead caused a fire in a noble’s hunting grounds.

While her companions managed to take down the orc, Blanca’s journey took a steep downturn from there.

The noble whose hunting grounds were burned demanded enormous compensation, which became Blanca’s debt.

If Blanca had been in her prime, she might have been able to pay it off before long. 

But without her staff, her magic was far weaker than before.

Karina, who had always harbored a subtle rivalry against Blanca, used the opportunity to recruit a new healer to the party. 

Not long after, Blanca was expelled from the group.

Blanca didn’t resist. 

She, too, was shocked to realize that the skills she thought she had developed were little more than an illusion propped up by her reliance on her mother’s power.


She tried to join a new party and rise again, but that was easier said than done.

Her abilities were insufficient to keep up with third-tier adventurers, and second-tier adventurers, who were well aware of her fall from grace, treated her with disdain.

Practical adventurers recognized that Blanca’s abilities were still useful, but when they learned of her absurd goal of defeating a lich, they cut ties with her.

Her situation worsened until she couldn’t even pay the interest on her debt. 

Desperate, she took a receptionist job at the guild.

And then she found him.

Someone who seemed like he might share her impossible goal—a talented individual with both madness and skill.

“That person was you, Bern.”

After recounting a story longer than Bern had expected, Blanca slumped her shoulders, looking inexplicably tired.

“A person with extraordinary potential, naive enough to say that their dream was to become an adventurer. I thought if I played the role of a mentor and burdened you with some debt, it would help me achieve my goal. At least, that’s what I believed.”

Bern tilted his head in puzzlement.

“Is that no longer the case? You don’t seem to have found me lacking in any way.”

Blanca let out a deep sigh and changed the subject.

“During the goblin extermination mission, I was just your sidekick. Even without those herbs for tracking goblins, even without my fire magic, you would’ve completed the mission regardless.”

Realizing this anew as she reviewed the mission, Blanca was disheartened but not defeated.

This was just the first mission. If she did better next time, things would improve.

She thought she could make herself useful by leveraging her experience and knowledge as an adventurer.

But the recent events made it clear how far her expectations had fallen short.

“My former companions were difficult people, but their skills were exceptional. There’s a reason our entire party was on the verge of reaching Tier 4. And yet, you subdued them all alone, without suffering even a scratch.”

If a single individual could overwhelm a Tier 4 party on their own, their rank might be mid-to-upper Tier 4, or possibly even Tier 5.

That meant Bern was already among the most skilled adventurers in the guild.

Against such an individual, could the distinction between rookie and veteran even hold meaning?

Could the petty tricks Blanca had accumulated hold any value to someone like him?

Though Bern sought her knowledge and experience, Blanca felt that alone could never balance the scales against his power.

If Blanca had learned anything while wandering the world after losing her mother, it was that one-sided relationships of giving and receiving never ended well.


Right now, Bern seemed to view her favorably.

But how long would that goodwill last?

If he came to see her as replaceable, it would be disastrous for her.

So, to prevent that from happening—

With a soft rustling sound, Blanca let her coat slip from her shoulders.

She stepped close enough to feel their body heat and spoke to Bern.

“Sharing adventurer knowledge, not asking about your secrets—that’s all you demanded of me before. Is it still the same now? Do you still not want anything else from me? Just say the word. I’ll do anything you ask.”



 
  Chapter 15: New Adventurer Bern (13)


The Aizern Empire. Capital City Calastia. The Golden Cloud Palace.

Deep within the most beautiful and majestic palace in the empire, Crown Prince Alondre let out a sigh.

“This is troublesome.”

[Why? The table’s set, and the spoon’s in your hand. Just dig in and eat.]

Lucidra couldn’t comprehend Alondre’s hesitation.

From her perspective, Blanca’s appearance was quite remarkable.

Considering the nature of an adventurer’s life, grooming wasn’t likely her priority.

If she looked this good without effort, her natural features must be exceptional.

Someone like that offering herself directly—what was there to hesitate about?

[Unless… could it be? You don’t have much experience in that area? If that’s the case, this older sister could kindly teach you everything. How about it?]

Lucidra’s sultry and seductive voice could set men’s hearts racing.

However, Alondre’s expression remained utterly uninterested.

It wasn’t just disinterest—his gaze hinted at disappointment, even disdain.

[Hey, what’s with that look?]

“I find your shallow perspective pitiable.”

[This brat… should I just kill him?]

“Declaring war on the crown prince in the heart of the imperial palace? I commend your bravery for wanting to experience the legendary tales of a one-against-thousand battle firsthand.”

Ignoring the tension in Lucidra, who ground her teeth in irritation, Alondre explained calmly.

“I don’t know what things were like during your sealed era, but these days, any respectable family receives basic training in certain disciplines. To be blunt, countermeasures against honey traps are standard. Do you think a crown prince like me wouldn’t have undergone such training?”

It made perfect sense.

How could the empire allow a member of its royal family, who must lead the nation, to lose themselves over some romance and hand over their heart, soul, and power?

Precaution and training were only logical.

Alondre had attended so many social gatherings and balls that he could’ve written volumes of records on them.

For the empire’s crown prince, even love wasn’t a personal matter but a political tool.

Those who approached him directly were rare, but when they did, they were relentless.

Compared to those ambitious women, desperate to elevate their families and filled with bloodshot determination, Blanca’s shy overtures were almost adorable.

[Isn’t that better? If you’re not going to be swayed, why not just enjoy it? Pleasure without responsibility.]

“You have an astonishing personality. Truly, you’re exceptional, even for a high demon.”

Alondre clapped, seemingly impressed, which only fueled Lucidra’s irritation.

“To exploit someone desperate to save their mother by taking their body? That’s a level of scum I refuse to stoop to. Such behavior isn’t worthy of a true adventurer.”

[Well, most adventurers I’ve seen wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of the situation.]

Alondre ignored her rebuttal.

“Anyway, I think I understand the situation. Adventurer Bern has no intention of staying with Blanca, but she doesn’t know that and feels insecure. She’s trying to hold onto him, even if it means using physical intimacy.”

[You know, for someone who claims to be thoughtful, putting things so bluntly is rather inconsiderate.]

“To help her regain her confidence, I’ll give her the ring. This will raise her abilities and allow her to become self-reliant. It’s a perfect plan.”

Lucidra wasn’t so sure.

But she didn’t voice her doubts.

It wasn’t out of spite for being ignored.

Not at all.

Lucidra, the high demon who transcended her succubus origins, wasn’t petty.

Probably.

***

After Blanca declared she’d do anything, Bern silently stared at her for a long time.

As the silence dragged on, Blanca began trembling with anxiety.

The more she tried to suppress her nerves, the worse it became.

Her heartbeat grew so loud she felt dizzy.

Had she gone too far?

Did he think she was shameless and despised her for it?

Should she have just stayed quiet instead of taking action?

As her mind spiraled, Bern finally reached out and placed his hand on her shoulder.

Blanca braced herself for the inevitable, but instead of undressing her, Bern adjusted her clothes, ensuring they were tidy.

Relief washed over her, followed by disappointment.

Taking his actions as rejection, Blanca gave a bitter smile.

“I’m sorry. I must’ve made you uncomfortable.”

“That’s not entirely the case. It was a good opportunity to understand the extent of your resolve.”

Bern reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring, holding it out to Blanca.

She blinked in confusion, unsure of his intentions.

“This is a rare item. I debated whether I should give it to you. It’s something I can’t use myself, but it’s too valuable to hand out carelessly. Its mere existence could cause chaos if known.”

“What is it?”

“It’s called the Ring of Absorption. If you wear it while defeating a living being, it absorbs their essence and converts it into mana for the wearer.”

“That’s ridiculous…”

Blanca couldn’t believe her ears.

If anyone else had said such a thing, she’d have scoffed and accused them of trying to scam her.

But Bern wasn’t the type to lie, and that made it all the more unbelievable.

One of the foremost examples of the latter, the Arcane Training Method, directly determines a family’s military power and status depending on its possession.

With the Arcane Training Method, an ordinary soldier transforms into one who can enhance their body with mana, and a soldier already capable of wielding mana evolves into one who can emit sword auras.

Of course, the method itself has its limitations, and not everyone benefits fully from it.

However, granting even a fleeting chance for growth to those who might otherwise remain mediocre all their lives is an unparalleled advantage.

This is one of the reasons why commoners cannot dare to defy nobles—individuals capable of harboring mana in their bodies and demonstrating superhuman prowess on their own.

Nobles possess the foundation to mobilize such superhumans collectively.

Or, in many cases, the nobles themselves are superhumans.

And now, among these precious means, Bern handed one to Blanca.

Caught off guard by such an unexpected gift, Blanca was at a loss for words.

Not knowing what else to say, she voiced the most fundamental question:

“Why?”

Bern replied calmly.

“Because you are my companion, Blanca.”

“Bern, you could easily find companions far more talented and capable than I am.”

“That may be true, but in the end, you were the first to recognize me, to go all in with even your own resources. If I had a choice, I’d prefer to walk alongside someone who acknowledges me.”

Bern adjusted his posture and met Blanca’s gaze.

At a distance close enough to feel each other’s breath, he spoke.

“Blanca, I am far from the perfect person you think I am. I have secrets I cannot share, I am quite selfish, and frankly, I’ve become an adventurer for reasons that aren’t entirely noble.
If adventurers like you, who pursue your goals with sincerity or out of necessity, were to look at me, they might feel displeased—and I wouldn’t be able to make any excuses.”

Until then, his eyes had felt calm and unreadable.

Now, the flame burning within them appeared both dangerous and incredibly captivating.

“To step into hidden ruins, overcome the monsters and traps guarding them, defeat the malevolent mage residing there, and free the captured souls. It’s thrilling. My heart races at the thought. Blanca, you gave me a purpose, and I am very pleased with it.”

Blanca stared blankly into his eyes.

Her reflection in his eyes seemed almost drunk, her expression dreamy as though intoxicated.

“But, to achieve that goal, my strength alone won’t suffice. I need capable, trustworthy companions who share the same dream. Blanca, by giving me a purpose, you’ve already shared your dream with me. Through your actions, you’ve proven your trustworthiness.
All that remains is capability, and I believe this ring will address any shortcomings. That’s why I’m giving it to you.”

Bern stepped back.

Only then did Blanca realize she had forgotten to breathe.

Gasping for air, she said,“I… I understand. I’ll do my best.”

“Excellent.”

With a faint smile, Bern bid her farewell, saying they would see each other tomorrow. 


He then spoke to the shadowy demon in the darkness.

‘See? That was flawless. I minimized any unnecessary trouble involving romantic misunderstandings, built pure camaraderie, and solidified our shared goals.’

[Excuse me, are you perhaps a senior demon of some sort?]

‘Pardon?’

And thus, it came to be.



 
  Chapter 16: New Adventurer Bern (14)-Meaning


Although Bern faced what might be considered unreasonable reprimands from Lucidra, he didn’t pay much attention to them.

Demons, by their nature, were deceptive beings who wove seductive lies to ensnare humans. 

Assigning too much significance to the words of such a being was the easiest way to fall into their traps.

[No, this isn’t just some ordinary matter! Seriously, wow!]

Lucidra banged her chest in frustration, a display that could be deemed highly inappropriate for young audiences. 

Leaving her to her dramatic gestures, the party reconvened at the Adventurer’s Guild.

“Can’t you people go just one day without causing trouble?”

The branch manager, looking as though he had aged a year in a single day, had summoned them personally. 

Yet, despite his exasperated tone, no severe reprimands followed.

The Adventurer’s Guild didn’t intervene in disputes between adventurers unless they caused significant damage or tarnished the guild’s reputation. 

They weren’t subordinates to the guild but rather business partners operating under a mutual agreement.

While internal brawls might create a headache, it wasn’t uncommon for such conflicts to be overlooked, much like how a convenience store owner wouldn’t intervene in a scuffle between regulars outside their shop.

Of course, if such conflicts caused property damage or involved betrayal during a quest, the story would be different. 

However, Bern’s actions didn’t fall into those categories.

It was true that Karina’s party, one of the top-tier teams in the Eastern branch, had been rendered inactive for a while, which was a loss. 

But considering that they had provoked Bern first and were subsequently overpowered, blaming Bern or Blanca would be absurd.

“Hah, fine. Honestly, they’ve been getting a bit arrogant lately, so maybe this will humble them. Blanca, are you all right?”

“Huh? Oh, yes. Thanks to Bern, I’m fine.”

“Well, that’s—uh… what?”

The branch manager, who had intended to brush off the conversation, froze at the subtle change in Blanca’s tone.

A glance here.

Another glance there.

Her eyes darted toward Bern repeatedly, her body fidgeting nervously.

‘What in the world is this? Who is she?’

The manager, having known Blanca since her childhood when she first came to the guild requesting a lich extermination, found himself bewildered.

He remembered how many men, enchanted by Blanca’s delicate beauty, had approached her, only to face a resolute wall of rejection.

This unapproachable demeanor had earned her a fair share of criticism behind her back, which, coupled with other misunderstandings, had left her ostracized even among fellow adventurers.

Yet now?

“Blanca, what do you think about taking a quest involving a large group of enemies next?”

“I-I think Bern’s suggestion makes sense. I mean, we already have experience handling multiple foes, right? So, um, in that regard…”

“I see. Drawing from past experiences is indeed efficient.”

Bern nodded nonchalantly, and Blanca’s lips twitched slightly as if suppressing a smile.

She wasn’t simply agreeing for the sake of it. 

She gave reasons, struggled to maintain a neutral expression, and worked hard to seem composed.

Yet, to the manager, it was painfully obvious.

‘…Not even a village maiden experiencing her first crush would act like this.’

The manager couldn’t help but compare Blanca’s demeanor to his sister’s sudden whirlwind romance years ago—a mix of disbelief, confusion, and an odd sense of loss.

Still, he turned his attention to the last member of the group. 

When romances blossomed within a party, the odd one out often became a problem. 

If any such sign existed, the manager, as their elder and former superior, intended to intervene.

“Oho, my esteemed seniors! A quest to clear the forest near the city! Such benevolence, prioritizing the safety of civilians over personal gain! I, Lenya, shall engrave this noble intention into my soul and strive to follow even a fraction of your greatness!”

Without a word, the manager pulled out his pipe and lit it.

For the first time in years, he felt like quitting everything and taking a long rest.

***

There existed a category of quests commonly referred to as “Cleaning.” 

These entailed clearing out monsters near villages, towns, or cities to prevent them from encroaching on human territories. 

Depending on the location, the quests would be titled Forest Cleaning, Lake Cleaning, or Swamp Cleaning.

Such quests aimed to control the overpopulation of monsters before they became a threat.

But these Cleaning quests were among the most disliked by adventurers.

They were often issued by the local nobility, most of whom in Birka were either corrupt, incompetent, or both.

Nobles who couldn’t muster the discipline to send their soldiers for such tasks would dump the responsibility onto adventurers, leaving them to handle what should have been a full-scale military operation.

To make matters worse, these nobles waited until the situation reached a tipping point, ensuring the adventurers faced a horde of monsters instead of a manageable few.

“His Lordship, the rightful ruler of this land, has generously granted you three days to enter the forest, his property. Furthermore, you may retain the spoils of your hunt during this time. Be grateful for His Lordship’s immense kindness and dedicate yourselves fully to this task!”

Watching the knight proclaim these words with such self-importance, Bern couldn’t help but let out a dry laugh.

“I fail to understand how these people manage to call themselves nobles. A lord is supposed to protect his people, and in return, they support him. Yet they neglect even the most basic of duties and strut around so arrogantly.”

“Really? That’s just the norm in Birka. I guess it’s different in Isern?”

“Well…”

Bern hesitated. 

His instincts as the imperial crown prince told him Isern wasn’t as dysfunctional as Birka. 

Yet, his knowledge was secondhand, based on reports rather than firsthand experience.

Could corruption truly be absent, even in the empire?

‘…Perhaps it’s worth taking a closer look at the empire someday’, Bern mused.

If Lucidra had been present, she would have sarcastically remarked, “Didn’t you create this double to enjoy some leisure time? Why are you thinking about work again?”

“From what I’ve seen, it’s different. But I can’t entirely rule out the possibility that similar things happen where I haven’t looked.”

Blanca nodded thoughtfully.

“True. No country is perfect.”

The group continued their discussion, sharing stories of incompetent nobles and frustrating quests, until Bern’s sharp hearing caught a faint sound.

A chilling, almost human wail echoed in the distance, sending a shiver down his spine.

Two beats later, Lenya froze as well.

Lenya, typically boisterous, now wore a serious expression—a reminder of his skill as a ranger and scout.

Despite the delayed reaction, his performance was admirable given the gap in skill between him and Bern.

What Lenya possessed, however, was knowledge Bern lacked.

“Brother, Sister. Please be careful. It’s a Purlfrug pack. They’re wolf-type monsters that hide their presence and imitate the cries of various creatures to lure prey. Once you’re close, they launch a surprise attack.”

“Are they much different from ordinary wolves?”

“Their physical abilities are slightly superior. However, the real problem lies in their howls. Listening to them for too long causes disorientation, leaving you groggy, as if half-asleep, and even hearing hallucinations. When alone, it’s best to block your hearing entirely, even at some risk. If you have companions, make sure to wake each other periodically. If neither is feasible, quick action is your safest option.”

Bern nodded and surveyed the surroundings.

Their current location was a plain.

They hadn’t even entered the forest’s edge, let alone stepped inside, yet the monsters were already attempting to lure them.

If this was happening outside, it was safe to assume the forest interior was already overrun with monsters.

For most adventurers, this would be a nightmare scenario, but to Bern, it was an opportunity.

“Blanca, don’t worry about the risk of fire. Focus solely on annihilating the enemy. I’ll handle extinguishing the flames.”


“…Understood, I’ll do my best.”

“Lenya, you don’t need to join the attack. Just stay by Blanca’s side and watch for ambushes.”

“With my life, I will ensure no harm comes to Sister!”

Gripping his sword, Bern turned his gaze toward the forest ahead.

It was hunting time.

***

At first glance, Blanca didn’t seem like someone skilled with a sword. 

Yet she had a modest grasp of swordsmanship. 

Not out of some romantic notion of being a magic swordsman, but because her repertoire of attack spells was limited to two fire-based spells. 

This often forced her into situations where she couldn’t rely solely on magic.

One prime example was combat in a forest.

In a forest filled with combustible materials, recklessly unleashing fire magic might defeat the enemy, but it would also lead to a wildfire that could threaten Blanca’s own life—or worse, leave her in debt. 

After all, wasn’t the reason she owed the guild because of a wildfire that destroyed a noble’s hunting grounds due to a magic mishap?

But right now, Blanca had no need to wield a sword.

Thud!

Crash!

Thump!

With each resounding impact, wolves with gray fur piled up before her like heaps of luggage.

Their bodies were broken, twisted, or grotesquely bent in some way, but they were still alive—barely.

Without hesitation, Blanca began her incantation.

“Scorching Spell of Burning Stone.”

Although not as devastating as when used with oil in a goblin lord’s lair, the spell’s flames were still more than enough to incinerate the flesh and blood of the Purlfrugs, reducing them to ashes in an instant.

The residual embers spilled out, threatening to spread, but it didn’t matter. 

Before the embers could ignite further, another Purlfrug fell upon them, extinguishing the sparks with its body.

Blanca repeated the process, flames flaring each time a sufficient number of wolves gathered. Her body trembled—not from fear but from exhilaration.

Was it because of Bern’s prowess in effortlessly defeating the Purlfrugs and piling them at her feet? 

That, too, was astonishing, but after witnessing Bern’s skills before, this was not enough to leave her in awe.

No, what made her tremble was something else.

“My mana… isn’t depleting!”

Blanca’s natural mana reserves weren’t particularly large. 

At best, she could cast her mid-tier spell, Scorching Spell of Burning Stone, twice in a day. 

Yet now, she had cast it more than ten times, and her mana not only hadn’t run out but seemed to be replenishing itself.

Or rather, it wasn’t just replenishing—it was increasing.

The ring Bern had given her absorbed the vitality of the enemies she defeated and granted it to her. 

If her mana was empty, it refilled it; if full, it expanded her capacity.

When Bern had first explained the mechanics of the ring, Blanca thought, ‘If I want to increase my total mana, I’ll need to refrain from using spells while defeating enemies.’

It seemed like a troublesome condition, but she didn’t complain. 

After all, the ring was a tremendous blessing.

Yet in practice, the ring’s effect was far beyond her expectations.

Every time she wiped out enemies with her mid-tier spell, the mana she used was immediately restored, and the remaining vitality further expanded her reserves. 

Within mere minutes of starting the hunt, her mana pool had already doubled.

The ring’s efficiency wasn’t just impressive—it was miraculous.

Compared to this, even the renowned mana cultivation techniques of noble families seemed insignificant.

Where had Bern found such a ring?

How had he acquired it?

The questions burned within her, yet she suppressed them.

Gritting her teeth, Blanca forced her wandering thoughts to halt. This was no time for distractions. Bern was risking his life for her, and here she was, daydreaming.


He had given her the ring, saying he needed a companion.

As his companion, she would do her utmost to fulfill her role.

That was all.

As for whether his gift had any deeper meaning—Blanca shook her head firmly. 

Such thoughts were unbecoming, especially during battle.



 
  Chapter 17: New Adventurer Bern (15)- Hierarchy


“Cleaning” became more efficient as time went on.

At first, Bern had to assist by subduing the monsters and throwing them in front of Blanca.

However, halfway through, Blanca began using intermediate magic as casually as if they were basic attacks, slaughtering the monsters on her own.

What started as a system where Bern handed over the prey and Blanca finished the job evolved into both hunting separately — Blanca focusing on her kills and Bern on his.

The role of fire prevention shifted to Lenya.

Monsters were massacred so thoroughly that they seemed on the brink of extinction.

“Here, have some of this! I may not look like it, but I take pride in my cooking!” Lenya offered with a grin.

Under the blackened evening sky, Bern accepted the skewer Lenya handed him, swallowing at the overwhelming aroma.

Bern’s body, sustained by the crown prince’s magic through a duplication spell, didn’t require regular meals like others.

Even so, consuming food could slightly restore his magical power.

More importantly, his ability to taste remained fully intact.

Crunch.

The moment Bern bit into it, a burst of heat and rich flavor filled his mouth.

The wild, rugged texture and aroma stimulated his senses, but it wasn’t unpleasantly overpowering.

A unique seasoning on the meat effectively masked any gamey taste.

He tilted his head curiously.

The unfamiliar yet strangely familiar flavor seemed to stir a memory from his past life.

‘Pepper is common here, so it’s probably not that. It’s closer to a mild, fragrant mala sauce.’

Even Blanca, who hadn’t shown much expectation, widened her eyes in surprise after taking a bite.

“This isn’t just sprinkled with salt, is it?” she asked.

“It’s Sharbi,” Lenya replied cheerfully.

“…Isn’t that a poisonous plant? The one that stings when it touches your skin and makes your eyes water if you go near it?”

“That’s right,” Lenya nodded without hesitation.

Blanca gave him an incredulous look, while Lenya laughed and explained.

“It’s a rural survival trick. If you soak the plant in water and then dry it into powder, it becomes an excellent seasoning to eliminate gamey smells. Even poor-quality ingredients can become palatable enough to swallow.”

“No health issues?”

“That depends on how long it’s soaked. This one was in water for over two days, so it’s perfectly safe. Personally, I prefer it soaked for just a day, but most people complain that it feels like their mouths are on fire. Though there are some who enjoy the sweat-inducing spice.”

“They endure pain just to eat it? That’s an unusual preference,” Blanca muttered, shaking her head.

Bern couldn’t help but laugh.

He could easily imagine the scenario.

“Someday, I’d like to try that version as well. Could I ask you to prepare it?” Bern said.

Blanca looked at him in disbelief, while Lenya beamed.

“Of course! I’ll make it the best you’ve ever had! Sharbi is pretty easy to find around here.”

“Are you sure about this, Bern? What if it makes you sick?”

“Isn’t this all part of the thrill of adventure?” he replied with a grin.

Bern relished these moments — sitting around a campfire with his companions, grilling meat, and chatting idly.

It was a rare reprieve that seemed to heal his soul, battered by endless waves of work.

Perhaps sensing the relaxed mood, Lenya became unusually chatty.

***

“I must say, your strength knows no bounds! I’ve taken on many requests as an adventurer, but I’ve never seen anyone hunt so many monsters so effortlessly,” Lenya remarked.

Blanca shook her head. “Maybe Bern, but I’m not that extraordinary. I’ve only reached the third rank in magic hierarchy.”

“Isn’t that still impressive?”

“It’s different. Adventurer rankings are based on achievements and skill, while magic hierarchy is purely about one’s level of mastery.”

As a former receptionist, Blanca explained in a clear, pleasant voice:


	First rank: Those who can understand magic but cannot use it.


	Second rank: Able to cast basic spells useful in daily life.


	Third rank: Proficient in practical combat magic.


	Fourth rank: Magic gains unique attributes, showcasing individuality.


	Fifth rank: Capable of transforming or even creating entirely new spells.



“Above that, it’s a realm most people never encounter. Realistically, reaching the fourth rank makes you an elite everyone competes to recruit,” she continued.

“Isn’t there just a one-rank difference between you and those elites?” Lenya asked.

“That ‘one rank’ is an insurmountable gap,” Blanca replied.

“Take Karina, for example. Her magic, naturally specialized in ice, could halve mana consumption while doubling spell power. And that’s just the baseline.”

If a third-rank mage uses 10 mana to produce an effect worth 10, a fourth-rank mage could achieve an effect worth 20 with less than 5 mana.

Even with similar magic reserves, the two wouldn’t be in the same league.

Moreover, this efficiency scales with the mage’s skill, making fourth-rank mages exponentially more effective.

“That’s why mages usually specialize in one attribute. It’s the easiest path to embedding unique properties into their magic,” Blanca explained.

***

“Ah, so it’s not just like a warrior sticking to their favorite weapon. That’s fascinating!” Lenya exclaimed. “

Does that mean you could specialize in fire magic to enhance your powers?”

“It’s not that simple,” Blanca replied modestly.

Lenya, however, seemed utterly inspired.

“No, no! I feel enlightened, thanks to you! This Lenya vows to remember your wisdom!”

“That’s…”

At Bern’s question, Blanca fell into deep thought.

The specialized attribute magic she had just explained was knowledge she was aware of but could never bring herself to execute.

As mentioned before, in forests like this, reinforcing one’s body to swing a sword was far safer than shooting fireballs.

The rough and dirty work often demanded healing magic as well.

More importantly, Blanca in the past had a staff that enhanced the power and efficiency of her magic.

This allowed her to dabble in various spells without feeling much inconvenience.

But the current Blanca had no staff, no need to multitask, and companions who could take on other roles.

Perhaps focusing solely on fire-specialized magic wasn’t a bad idea.

In fact, it might be the fastest path to becoming stronger.

Even though she understood this logically, Blanca couldn’t reach a conclusion easily.

Of the four spells she knew, only one, The Magic of Burning Stone, was something she had bought and learned on her own.

The other three spells—The Magic of Burning Wood, Magic for Slightly Strengthening the Body, and Magic for Healing Minor Wounds—were all taught to her by her mother.

To Blanca, abandoning two of these spells, which could be considered her mother’s legacy, was simply unthinkable.

“Why not just pick them back up after reaching the fourth tier?” she thought.

But even that wasn’t simple—there were tales of senior mages who experienced magical degradation and significant drops in skill when attempting similar shifts.

Still…

‘I can’t afford to be sentimental.’

Preserving her mother’s spells was important, but more important was defeating the Lich and freeing her mother.

And, above all, she needed to grow stronger quickly to repay Bern for his help.

As she resolved to nod, Bern, who had been silently listening, spoke up.

“I don’t think you need to go that far.”

Blanca and Bern both turned toward him as he continued.

“In larger organizations, specialized mages excel in their roles, making specialization a practical choice. It’s easier to train such mages, too. But Blanca, you’re an adventurer. For someone like you, it’s better to have as many tools at your disposal as possible rather than solely focusing on firepower or efficiency.”

Many mages struggled to learn diverse magic even when they wanted to, as their aptitude limited them.

In Bern’s view, it would be a waste for Blanca to follow a specialized route when she could handle attack, healing, and strengthening magic from different domains.

“Indeed, Bern is absolutely right!”

Bern exclaimed, clapping his hands.

“For an adventurer, versatility is the greatest advantage! Thinking back, I must have sounded like a fool earlier. My apologies, sister!”

“A-Ah, no. It’s fine.”

Blanca tried hard to suppress the fluttering in her chest.

Bern had said exactly what she wanted to hear, and the sight of him made her heart race for no reason.

She was surprised at herself for being so easily swayed by someone else’s words.

Meanwhile, Bern was lost in his own thoughts.

‘What I just said is basic common sense, so it’s fine. But as a pure warrior who knows nothing about magic, it might be strange for me to give advice on the subject.’

The Ring of Absorption granted him strength just by hunting steadily, so it wasn’t an immediate concern.

Still…

Bern’s gaze shifted to Blanca’s sword. 

According to her story, it was the very weapon her mother had cherished and maintained during her lifetime. 

So far, Bern had taken the lead in combat, leaving Blanca little chance to wield it. 

But since she had mentioned reinforcing her body and swinging her sword when using fire magic was difficult, she must have the basics down.

While it might be awkward for a warrior to advise on magic, giving advice about swords was another matter.

[What, a hybrid? Doing both poorly would ruin everything. Magic swordsmen are all flash and no substance!]

‘Not my problem, but if some crown prince obsessed with that flashy path heard this, they’d be heartbroken,’ Bern mused.

[W-Well, I’m just saying, generally speaking! If the teacher’s good, anything’s possible, right?]

Lucidra, hastily backtracking, drew his attention momentarily.

Turning back to the conversation, Lenya said, “Since we’re talking about growth, why not combine training with our quest, Blanca, Bern? Both of you.”

“Me?”

Lenya’s eyes sparkled. 


“If it’s your guidance, Bern, I’ll gladly follow! Shall I start with nine bows of respect?”


“There’s no need to go that far,” Bern chuckled. “Blanca, what about you?”

Blanca’s gaze darted around before she gave a shy nod, her face slightly flushed.

A faint smile formed on Bern’s lips.

While the criteria for assessing warriors and mages were different, their levels of strength often aligned.

Bern’s own combat ability placed him at the uppermost rank of the fourth tier.

To defeat a Lich, who was no less than fifth tier, it was imperative for his companions to grow stronger as well.



 
  Chapter 18: New Adventurer Bern (16)-Rising Star


Blanca’s sword cut through the overgrown thicket, slicing uneven tufts of grass. 

As Bern observed her stance and the trajectory of her blade, he asked a question.

“Have you ever learned swordsmanship?”

“Not from a proper teacher. Just some simple advice from an old party member. Is it strange?”

“No, it’s not bad, actually.”

By Bern’s standards, it wasn’t exceptional, not even close. 

But it wasn’t marred by bad habits or excessive flair, either. 

Her form was basic, but sound—lacking uniqueness yet easy to build upon. 

Bern, who had prepared to overhaul her technique entirely if necessary, now saw potential for development instead.

“The person who taught you must have been a decent instructor.”

“…One of the warriors you defeated—he was the bearded one. Normally a man of few words and stubborn to the core, but after I saved him with healing magic during a crisis, his attitude softened. He insisted he wasn’t skilled in swordsmanship since he specialized in blunt weapons, but he was surprisingly diligent in teaching me.”

“Hm? Oh.”

Bern recalled the warrior from Karina’s party who had seemed particularly reluctant to fight. 

It made sense now—he hadn’t been able to meet Blanca’s eyes back then because of their shared history.

“Hah, so you were his savior, yet he just let you leave the party?”

Lenya, who stood nearby, sighed dramatically, but Blanca only gave a wry smile without showing any anger.

“He had a family to feed, and they couldn’t afford to keep a member who wasn’t pulling their weight.”

“Ah, truly, Sister, your heart is as vast as the great sea!”

Lenya’s exaggerated praise earned only a shake of Blanca’s head. 

She had learned that reacting to him was more exhausting than ignoring him.

“So, what exactly does this training entail? Are you telling me to focus on physical enhancement and swordsmanship instead of fire magic?”

“No, there’s no need to discard your strengths when you have both power and control. What I want from you is this.”

Bern stepped closer to Blanca, closing the distance between them in just two strides, until they were nearly touching.

“This range. I need you to cast spells accurately at enemies while maintaining this distance—close enough to strike them with your sword as well. And, of course, this will be during combat.”

Blanca tried to envision the scene in her mind. 

She grimaced as she asked, “Is that even possible? I could maybe manage the spells, but…”

“You’d likely feel some of the impact yourself,” Bern admitted. 

“That’s why you’ll rely on lower-level spells most of the time. At worst, you’ll only feel a little heat on your skin.”

“And when necessary?”

“In emergencies, you’ll need to use mid-level spells, even if it means getting caught in the backlash.”

To fight so close that she would willingly be caught in her own attacks? 

It sounded reckless, even unreasonable. 

Yet, Blanca didn’t get angry. 

She trusted that Bern wouldn’t make such a demand without a good reason.

“Can you tell me why?”

“The first reason is to get you used to casting attack spells, healing spells, and enhancement spells simultaneously. Right now, you switch spells one at a time, which undermines your potential.”

It was like telling a painter to use not only their dominant hand but also their non-dominant hand and feet at the same time. 

The casual way Bern explained it made Blanca hesitate to call him out on how ridiculous it sounded.

“And the second reason?”

“If this range feels difficult for you, imagine how much harder it would be for a pure mage.”

“Ah…”

It was obvious once he said it. 

Mages, after all, were typically long-range damage dealers. 

Their destructive power came at the cost of needing to maintain distance, to avoid being caught in their own attacks.

“Our goal is to defeat the lich. The most efficient path is to develop your abilities to counter it.”

Fighting a lich head-on with conventional magic was a near-impossible feat for someone of Blanca’s rank.

Instead, Bern proposed an unconventional approach: using close-range combat to throw off the lich’s magic.

It was a sound strategy, but the thought of swinging a sword while casting spells and enduring self-inflicted damage wasn’t easy to accept.

“It’s fine, Blanca. I know you can do it.”

Bern’s trusting smile accompanied his words, leaving Blanca speechless. 

She looked like she wanted to protest but ultimately nodded with a dazed expression.

[…Ah, how did I end up stuck with this guy?]

From the shadows, a demon watched Blanca with pitying eyes, but no one knew of its presence.

“So, uh, Brother, what kind of training do I have to do?”

Lenya, his complexion a shade paler than usual, asked nervously. 

He seemed genuinely worried about receiving an equally absurd training regimen.

“You must first learn how to handle magic. Focus on sensing abilities rather than physical enhancement.”

“Th-that’s it? Shouldn’t I also learn to charge at enemies with a sword or something like that?”

“A scout’s job is to reconnoiter without being detected. Combat skills are good to have, but they’re a lower priority. Of course, if you want to grow stronger, you can train in that too—”

“No, no! I will strictly fulfill my role in supporting the two of you! Isn’t that the ideal image of a party, where everyone does their best in their roles?”

“Hmm. That’s a good mindset.”

Bern looked pleased, Lenya felt relieved to have survived, and Blanca was left glum at the realization that she couldn’t say the same for herself.

And so began days that were fulfilling for some and unbearably grueling for others.

***

“Blanca, the positioning of your hands and feet is crucial in swordsmanship. When you swing a sword downward, you first need to raise it back up before you can swing again. But magic is different. Once you generate it in your palm, you can somewhat freely decide the direction and timing of your attack. In other words, you don’t have to show your palm to the enemy every single time.”

“Blanca, an experienced swordsman can cut down or deflect magic aimed at them. They can also block an opponent’s sword. But a sword is just one. If you swing your sword to provoke the enemy’s defense and then fire an attack spell in the gap, your opponent will find themselves in quite a predicament. It works just as effectively if you reverse the order.”

“Blanca, keep your perspective wide. The fact that you’re locked in a duel with an enemy in front of you doesn’t mean you can ignore the enemies farther away. If you can hold down a strong enemy with your sword while firing mid-level spells at distant foes, you can play both the roles of a tank and a damage dealer. What’s more, this method reduces the risk of getting caught up in your own attacks, and it agitates the enemy before you, creating openings.”

“Blanca, are you alright? That’s a relief. Don’t worry. Even if you make a mistake, training allows you to try again. As long as I’m here, truly fatal situations won’t occur. So, be bold. Shall we start again?”

***

Recently, the adventurers of the eastern branch couldn’t stop talking about a certain party.

“Did you hear about the Blanca Party? They supposedly finished the cleanup request in the Gruatan region in just one day.”

“What? Gruatan? Even with three third-class parties, it takes four days there. Doing it in a day is absurd. They must’ve cut corners.”

“No way. The monster materials they brought back flooded the auction houses and wholesalers. Other than being a bit singed, the quality was top-notch.”

“Did you hear about that rookie and the receptionist’s party? A tribe of over fifty Lizardmen had been abducting travelers to use as food, and the three of them just stormed in and wiped them out!”

“Wait, weren’t they hunting kobolds just three days ago? When did they even have time to rest?”

“Apparently, they bought a scroll to convert mana into vitality, and now they barely sleep while slaughtering monsters!”

“Tsk, it’s nothing but stories about them everywhere. They’re adventurers, same as us—what’s so impressive about them?”

“Hey, you can badmouth them all you want, but don’t pick a fight. I saw some drunkard provoke them, and they beat him with the hilt of their sword, healed him with magic, and beat him again until he begged for mercy.”

“Ha, so the red-haired one beats them, and the blue-haired one heals them? What teamwork.”

“No, the blue-haired one did all the beating and healing. They didn’t even look angry—just calmly worked like a leather tanner.”

***


“Funny how everyone who mocked them when their party first formed has gone quiet now.”

“Getting into a fight with people who can solo entire third-class parties isn’t about pride—it’s just stupidity.”

“Oh, speaking of which, how’s the Karina Party? Are they still plotting revenge?”

“No, they’ve been quiet as a mouse. Honestly, it’s the smart move.”

“Did you notice how the receptionists’ faces are glowing these days? All those low-paying, high-risk requests other adventurers avoided are now being scooped up by Bern’s party.”

“Their request completion rate is three to five times higher than anyone else’s. Even if the pay for each job is low, it must add up.”

“And they’re the only three-person party among the third-class ones, which usually have five or six members. That means more earnings per person.”

“Tch. Think they’re recruiting? I’d be better than that bell-ringer they’ve got tagging along.”

“Funny you mention that. Apparently, to join, you have to beat that bell-ringer in a game of tag.”

“Oh? And the results?”

“They didn’t even hide—just stood in plain sight—and no one could catch them after ten minutes of flailing around. If they’re hanging out with those two, they’re clearly not ordinary.”

“Damn. Nothing’s easy, huh.”

***

“Hey, did you hear?”

“What now?”

“Bern, Blanca, and that guy Lenya—they’re about to be promoted to fourth-class.”

“What? Bern’s only been an adventurer for a month! Their speed is unreal.”

“It’s so incredible it’s hard to even feel jealous.”

“They really are rising stars.”



 
  Chapter 19: New Adventurer Bern (17)-Promotion Request


Sergio, the chief secretary who served the Crown Prince at Geumun Palace, was a seasoned official with over 40 years of experience in the imperial court.

He had handled countless tasks since the reign of the previous emperor—the current Crown Prince’s grandfather—and assisted various members of the royal family with their duties. 

When the emperor delegated some of his responsibilities to the Crown Prince under the guise of succession training, Sergio’s colleagues cast worried glances his way.

“Isn’t the Crown Prince still in the middle of his succession education? There’s no way he has time to handle all that work. You’ll end up doing everything yourself.”

“You’d be lucky if that’s all it is. Imagine if something goes wrong and the blame falls on you… what a nightmare.”

The education of the Aizerne Imperial family was nothing short of brutal, even in the eyes of seasoned officials like Sergio. 

There were natural limits to how much a single human could learn and master simultaneously, yet the curriculum crammed every conceivable discipline and skill into the royal schedule. 

It was a wonder anyone could endure it.

As a result, most royals would focus only on areas they personally found interesting, skim through the rest just enough to save face, or outright ignore them. 

However, the current Crown Prince was an exception. 

He approached every subject with earnest dedication, completing every course without cutting corners.

The instructors, accustomed to coaxing indifferent royals into grudging participation, were thrilled. 

On the other hand, the officials assigned to the Crown Prince, including Sergio, couldn’t hide their unease.

Although the emperor had only handed over a portion of his workload, it still required administrative capabilities comparable to managing a count’s domain. 

For a Crown Prince with no practical experience, it was an overwhelming amount. 

To make matters worse, he had to continue his existing education alongside the new responsibilities.

No matter how competent or diligent the Crown Prince was, this was physically impossible.

As Sergio’s colleagues had predicted, the actual work fell to him and the other officials at Geumun Palace. 

And should anything go wrong, the blame would undoubtedly fall on Sergio, not the Crown Prince.

After all, tarnishing the Crown Prince’s pristine reputation would be far more detrimental to the empire than discarding a mere official, no matter how skilled.

‘This might be the end of my career,’ Sergio thought grimly. 

With resignation and resolve, he stepped into his new role under the Crown Prince.

***

“Order the construction of more storage facilities in this region. We need to stockpile surplus grain during times of abundance to prevent shortages during emergencies.”

“Review this document again. When compared to other records, the quantity of delivered stone doesn’t add up. If it’s a simple calculation error, fine, but if someone’s embezzling funds, they must be severely punished.”

“As for the tax system in remote regions that uses local specialties instead of currency, there seem to be issues with the allocations. For instance, this area designated fish as its specialty fifty years ago, but the lake has since dried up. How can they be expected to pay taxes with fish? Telling people to trade for goods in other regions before paying taxes is unfair to the populace and impractical for the royal treasury. Overhaul the system and assign appropriate specialties—or better yet, unify the tax system using currency wherever possible.”

Sergio was astounded.

‘What is this?’

The Crown Prince was astonishingly capable.

No, it went beyond mere competence—he seemed like someone born to manage state affairs.

While he occasionally showed signs of inexperience, the Crown Prince corrected his mistakes quickly once pointed out.

Moreover, he skillfully utilized his secretaries without overburdening them or shirking his own responsibilities.

Sergio admired the Crown Prince’s abilities but couldn’t help worrying.

‘He has so much ahead of him. How long can he sustain this enthusiasm?’

Motivation and willpower, invisible and often overlooked, were resources that needed replenishment, much like physical stamina.

Sergio had seen many promising young officials burn out after throwing themselves into their work with too much zeal.

Even the current emperor—once brimming with passion for governance—had eventually succumbed to decadence and idleness.

Were it not for the Crown Prince’s early rise to prominence and the emperor’s decision to delegate authority, the empire might have descended into chaos due to the numerous women and children the emperor had brought into the palace.

‘To avoid such a fate, the Crown Prince must take appropriate breaks,’ Sergio thought.

From his experience, those who balanced work with rest and hobbies had more endurance and longevity in their careers than those who worked tirelessly.

And by this measure, the Crown Prince was dangerously precarious.

He worked without pause, seemingly never taking time to rest or recover.

But how could an official like Sergio possibly give the Crown Prince the rest he needed when even the emperor was rumored to be piling on additional tasks?

All Sergio could do was perform his duties to the best of his ability.

***

“Ah, such pleasant weather. It’s a fine day,” the Crown Prince remarked with a cheerful smile.

Contrary to Sergio’s concerns, the Crown Prince showed no signs of exhaustion.

On the contrary, he seemed to grow more vigorous by the day.

Sergio was both awed and perplexed.

‘If His Highness draws such motivation from his work, then the source of his energy is obvious.’

It was the joy of governing the empire and caring for its people. 

The thought filled Sergio with wonder and pride.

He lamented his own graying hair, wishing he could serve such a remarkable prince for just a little longer. 

Resolving to do his utmost for however long he could, Sergio reaffirmed his commitment.

***

“Who knew fostering talented subordinates could be so enjoyable? Perhaps I should create an entire branch dedicated to training them one day.”

[Your subordinates don’t seem to be enjoying it at all, though.]

“Haha, what would a demon know about humanity? Leveling up is a universal thrill.”

[Even as a demon, I know more than you, Crown Prince Almost-Human.]

It was often said that ignorance could be bliss.

“I intend to assign you a promotion quest to reach Rank 4.”

Adventurers’ Guild, Eastern Branch.

The clerk’s words made the already heavy atmosphere grow even more oppressive.

If Rank 1 was a rookie, Rank 2 a regular, Rank 3 an elite, then a Rank 4 adventurer was a rare ace—so rare that a branch might have only one team of that caliber.

As for Rank 5, only the Guild Master achieved such heights, and that master typically stayed at the guild headquarters unless dire circumstances arose. 

Thus, Rank 4 was effectively the pinnacle for active adventurers.

Blanca’s body stiffened instinctively. 

The opportunity she had once reached for but failed to grasp was now before her again.

Even Lenya, who usually carried himself with carefree exuberance, seemed unusually tense and maintained a composed demeanor.

“Does a promotion quest mean that if we complete the task, all three of us will be registered as Rank 4 adventurers?”

As usual, Bern remained calm, his indifferent tone unfazed.

Even with a position that others might spend their entire lives striving for, Bern showed no emotion, as though the rank was beneath him. 

It could come across as dismissive, but the clerk didn’t appear offended.

Though his party’s career was relatively short and it took time to build a record of achievements as a team, Bern’s raw skills were already beyond Rank 4.

If he had wanted to, he could have pressured the guild to accelerate his promotion. 

Yet he had quietly carried out every assignment without complaint, earning respect for his integrity and diligence.

“That’s right. Succeed in this, and you’ll be Rank 4. While failing won’t mean losing the chance to be promoted, it will certainly push it further away.”

“I understand. What’s the specific nature of the request?”

“You need to head north to the territory of Prenzia. Young women have been disappearing there, and we’ve received a request to resolve the issue.”

“Wait a moment,” Blanca interrupted, her voice cutting through the conversation.

“Prenzia… isn’t that where the Alses Party was dispatched?”

The name “Alses Party” rang a bell even for Bern. It was the only Rank 4 party in the Eastern Branch at the time.

The clerk nodded.

“Originally, yes. But the Alses Party couldn’t identify the cause of the disappearances, so they abandoned the request.”

“You want us to complete a request even a Rank 4 party couldn’t handle?”

“Exactly. That way, no one will be able to question your promotion. While your record is already more than sufficient, some people are bound to grumble about your relatively short tenure.”


Blanca let out a quiet sigh.

This wasn’t the type of request with clear instructions like defeating a specific enemy or gathering certain materials.

They would have to identify the cause of the problem and devise a solution entirely on their own. 

It wasn’t enough to be skilled in combat; they also needed investigative prowess, judgment, and adaptability. 

It was a high-level mission, worthy of its rank.


Difficult.

But if she wanted to gain information about the lich, she had to become Rank 4, no matter what.

Blanca met Bern’s eyes and gave a firm nod.

Bern spoke once more. 

“Very well. We’ll depart immediately.”



 
  Chapter 20: New Adventurer Bern (18)-Fight


There were many differences between the life of an adventurer that Bern had imagined and the reality of it. 

Among them, the most striking was how much time was consumed simply traveling.

When he was a first-rank adventurer, most of his tasks were trivial errands within the city, taking no more than a few dozen minutes on foot. 

However, the second-rank goblin extermination request took more than a day just to reach the location. 

For third-rank requests, it was common to rent a carriage and spend several days on the road.

In fact, more time was spent reaching the destination and returning than solving the request itself.

And Bern was a man who never forgot the saying, “Time is money.”

The road to Prenzia.

He stood with Blanca in front of him, their rented horse and carriage from the Adventurer’s Guild parked to the side.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Every morning and evening during their journey, they conducted sparring sessions. 

Blanca, who now held her sword with a noticeably practiced stance, fixed her light blue eyes on Bern. 

Her gaze carried a fiery determination to observe his every move and miss nothing.

Feeling satisfied with her resolve, Bern pushed off the ground with all his strength. 

But this time, unlike usual, he moved backward instead of forward.

Clink.

A leather pouch dangled at Bern’s waist, filled with pebbles of varying sizes and colors. 

He grabbed a handful, flicking a few toward Blanca with his thumb.

But Blanca was already prepared, having cast two spells beforehand:

‘A spell to slightly enhance physical strength.’

‘A spell to slightly increase reflexes.’

These, along with a newly purchased spell she had acquired with her earnings, bolstered her abilities. 

While the first spell enhanced strength, endurance, and agility, the latter heightened her dynamic vision and reflexes.

What would have appeared as little more than a glint to an ordinary person was coolly deflected by Blanca’s sword, her movements guided by the power of magic.

She replayed Bern’s teachings in her mind.

“Ordinary body-enhancing spells are often considered inferior to the physical reinforcement of warriors. Strengthening with magic can enhance strength and senses simultaneously, but a magician’s spells are fragmented, and their mana efficiency falls short.”

“But through comparison and advice from other magicians, I’ve found that spells have a clear advantage—they guarantee consistent results.”

“A warrior’s method is multiplication: [Base ability × Enhancement rate = Final result]. For magicians, it’s addition: [Base ability + Spell grade = Final result].”

“This means warriors are heavily influenced by innate physical traits. It’s almost impossible for a frail woman to outperform a robust young man in terms of physical ability. But with spells, it’s possible because they add a fixed value to your abilities.”

“And unlike warriors, who must constantly manage precise reinforcement ratios, spells maintain their effect until their duration expires. You don’t need to worry about how much mana to channel or where to focus it.”

“So, it’s best to learn a variety of body-enhancing spells and use as many as possible. Once activated, the effect lasts without further attention.”

***

Whack! 

Thwack! 

Thud!

The pebbles flew at Blanca relentlessly, giving her no time to rest.

She deflected some with her sword, rolled to evade others, and even allowed a few to land.

Thwack!

One struck her left shin, another her right shoulder. 

Their force could have easily broken bones, but her magically enhanced body reduced the damage to bruises. 

Gritting her teeth through the lingering pain, Blanca lunged at Bern with all her might.

Bern continued his stone-throwing assault, but the closer she got, the harder it became for him to maintain the same pace.

“Magicians’ spells often have increased range and firepower as their rank rises. This makes powerful spells harder to use against nearby enemies. Most lower-tier spells involve projectiles, which are also tricky to aim at close range.”

“Think of your body and magic as separate actions. You should dodge while casting spells and wield your sword while healing. Only then can you face high-level magicians in battle.”

***

Blanca swung her sword at Bern while hurling low-level fire spells in rapid succession.

The close proximity caused her to feel the intense heat herself, and she was occasionally struck by Bern’s counterattacks.

However, she trusted her reinforced body to endure the onslaught.

Using a light healing spell, she mended her wounds while covering the gaps with her sword.

Once healed, she resumed her fiery assault.

Though her tactics seemed reckless—unsparing and aggressive, even—Blanca felt no dissatisfaction.

Not only did Bern’s tailored advice lead to rapid improvements, but it also felt deeply personal, as though he had crafted it specifically for her.

Her sword, offensive spells, and healing spells now worked seamlessly, each fitting into a larger puzzle.

‘How much effort did he put into developing this strategy?’

When she had once asked how he devised such tactics, Bern had humbly dismissed it, saying it wasn’t a big deal. Blanca hadn’t believed him.

As a pure swordsman, how much could Bern possibly know about magic?

She was certain he had researched, pondered, and struggled to perfect this approach for her sake. 

And yet, he shared it so casually, as though it had come to him effortlessly.

Blanca struggled to suppress the swelling emotion within her chest.

***

“That’s enough for today. Well done. Your progress is remarkable,” Bern said, extending a hand to Blanca, who was now sitting on the ground, panting heavily.

His face, filled with genuine goodwill and admiration, made it hard to believe he had been her relentless opponent just moments ago.

Blanca couldn’t meet his eyes. 

She lowered her gaze instinctively.

“No, Bern, it’s you who worked hard. A swordsman taking on a magician’s role and fighting with unfamiliar tactics must have been exhausting.”

“Not at all. I’ve done this plenty of times,” Bern replied lightly.

Blanca let out a small laugh.

This man, who always seemed perfect, could be surprisingly awkward when it came to offering excuses.

After all, how many times could a swordsman have fought like a magician?

“Brother! Sister! That was an incredible duel! Ah, it’s such a pity I’m the only one who got to witness it. But at the same time, it feels like I’ve been given an extraordinary privilege. Such a complicated feeling!”

“Lenya. Don’t you think it’s about time for some additional training?”

“Oh, no, no! What you’ve already taught me is more than enough! I can be a porter on normal days, a scout when necessary, and an errand boy in the city. With that, I should at least be able to earn my keep! Hahaha!”

As Lenya chatted energetically with Bern, seemingly enjoying himself, Blanca glanced at his profile, her mind sinking into yet another bout of worry.

‘How am I ever supposed to repay him?’

Through a treasure found nowhere else—a ring—he had resolved her chronic issue of lacking mana.

He had freed her from a life bound to the guild, repaying debts for the rest of her days, and restored her as a proper adventurer.

He had crafted unique tactics that only she, once deemed incompetent, could use and had helped her with her training.

She had received so much but given back so little.

Though Bern had said it was enough for her to simply journey with him as a companion, she couldn’t bring herself to believe that was adequate repayment.

She had even entertained the thought of offering herself physically, but Bern, who had rejected such advances numerous times, wasn’t likely to accept it now.

His noble character wouldn’t allow him to exploit someone’s feelings of debt.


Or perhaps he assumed that Blanca’s desperation to save her mother was the only reason she clung to him. 

And to be fair, in the past, that had been true—she had indeed acted with such intentions.

‘In the end, it’s for another time.’

Someday, after the lich was defeated.

Once her mother was freed from that enemy’s clutches, and she no longer hesitated or felt burdened by anything, then—

At that time, she would truly be able to convey her feelings to him with a pure heart.

***

After several days of travel, Bern and his companions arrived at Prenzia.

However, what awaited them wasn’t a warm welcome but blatant complaints.

“Third-rate? You’re sending mere third-rate adventurers to handle a request even third- and fourth-rate ones failed to complete? Does the Adventurer’s Guild think so little of me? What kind of incompetent fools do they take us for, treating such serious matters like this and still expecting to be paid? You vermin!”

The Lord of Prenzia, devoid of elegance, hurled abuses, causing the expressions of Bern’s group to shift.

Behind the lord, a knight with a stern face chimed in to support his master’s words.

“His lordship is correct! This is an affront to his honor and to Prenzia itself! The Guild must be held accountable for this insult!”

“Sir Gudrun, you and I share the same sentiments!”

As the situation spiraled into tension, a middle-aged man wearing glasses, who had introduced himself as the treasurer, broke out in cold sweat as he tried to pacify the lord.

“P-please wait, my lord. Although these adventurers are only classified as third-rank, their skills are equivalent to fourth-rank. The eastern branch sent the best team they could muster, so I assure you there was no intention of disrespecting you.”

“If they could send people equivalent to fourth-rank, then they should have sent actual fourth-rank adventurers!”

“The eastern branch had only one fourth-rank party stationed here, the Alses party, but they’ve already been deployed. They likely had no other fourth-rank teams available to send.”

“Ha! For all the pomp and arrogance, the Guild turns out to be a joke. What could those commoners possibly be capable of anyway?”

“M-my lord…”

The treasurer’s gaze darted frantically between the lord and Bern’s group.

Meanwhile, Lenya’s usual playful grin had faded into a stern expression, Blanca’s eyes grew sharp, and Lucidra, from the shadows, questioned Bern.

[Hey, aren’t these people the ones who couldn’t handle the disappearances on their own and had to ask the Adventurer’s Guild for help?]

‘That’s right.’

[Then why are they acting so high and mighty when they’re the ones who asked for help?]

‘Perhaps they don’t think of it as asking for help.’

[What?]

‘Have you ever seen an employer grovel to the mercenaries they’ve hired? No. They pay, and so they demand results. That’s how they think. To them, we’re just the hired hands. And since the previous party they hired failed, and now we show up as an even lower-ranked group, their dissatisfaction isn’t entirely unreasonable.’

Even so, that was from the lord’s perspective.

From Bern’s viewpoint, he and his team had merely accepted a guild-mediated job, and there was no reason for them to be insulted.


“Hm. It seems the lord is very displeased with us,” Bern said calmly.

The lord scowled, his expression turning sour. 

He looked at Bern with disdain, as if questioning why someone would dare speak without permission.

Bern smiled warmly at him.

“Well, if the client doesn’t want us here, there’s nothing we can do. We’ll take our leave, and I hope you all can resolve the matter on your own. Normally, I’d invoice you for the time and expenses wasted on this wild goose chase, but I’ll refrain. Judging by the state of your domain, it looks like you’re too impoverished to even offer your guests a cup of tea. I couldn’t possibly take advantage of someone in such dire straits.”



 
  Chapter 21: New Adventurer Bern (19)-Not even a duel


Bern exuded no negative emotions.

His face was calm, his tone polite yet composed.

Because of this, it took a moment for the others to fully process what he had just said.

The first to react was not the lord but Gudrun, the knight standing by his side.

“You dare insult my lord?” 

Gudrun’s voice thundered as an intimidating aura surged around him.

Though they were in the reception hall, with the lord present, Gudrun refrained from drawing his sword.

Yet, the sheer pressure from his mana and bloodlust was enough to make anyone of weak resolve feel as though they were suffocating.

Bern, however, dismissed Gudrun’s intimidation as if it were a mere breeze.

“An insult? That’s an easy accusation to make,” Bern replied smoothly.

“Was it not?”

Gudrun growled.

“Let’s see,” Bern began, his voice tinged with dry amusement.

“Sending a low-ranking adventurer—insult. Refusing to comply when you dislike something—insult. What’s next? Is not cowering at your scolding also an insult? If so, I must say, your subordinates are quite pitiable. They must constantly appease you with reactions every time you lose your temper. The mental strain they endure must be immense.”

“You insolent wretch!”

Gudrun’s face turned crimson with rage as he drew his sword with a sharp, metallic hiss.

Bern’s gaze grew cold.

Even if his words had been provocative, to draw a blade in the lord’s presence without permission, solely out of personal emotions, was an inexcusable act for a knight.

If Bern had been the one to unsheath his weapon first or had made a physical threat, Gudrun might have had an excuse under the guise of protection.

But this was not such a case.

The bespectacled steward, realizing the gravity of the situation, hastily intervened.

“Stop this madness at once, Sir Gudrun! This is a disgrace in the presence of our lord!”

“A disgrace? Standing idly by as my lord and I are insulted is the real disgrace!”

Gudrun retorted, seething with fury. 

“My lord, give me the order! Allow me to cut him down and hold that insolent guild accountable!”

The lord frowned, displeasure evident on his face. 

His irritation at Bern’s disrespectful words was apparent, but his dissatisfaction with Gudrun’s behavior was equally clear.

Still, loyalty often trumps reason.

“Do as you wish,” the lord said at last, waving a hand dismissively. 

“But handle it outside. I find the sight of blood unpleasant here.”

“As you command, my lord!” 

Gudrun saluted before turning sharply.

“This is absurd! You can’t seriously mean to escalate this into a fight with the guild!” 

Protested Blanca, a guild representative.

Bern raised a hand to silence her.

“It’s fine,” he said calmly.

Though Bern’s words were brief, spoken without elaboration, Blanca found herself reassured.

His unshakable confidence rendered any thought of defeat unimaginable.

***

The duel moved to the training grounds near the lord’s manor.

A crowd had already gathered, their murmurs filling the air.

“What’s happening? Why is everyone here?”

“Sir Gudrun is going to execute an adventurer from the guild.”

“What? Why?”

“Beats me.”

Standing in the center of the crowd, Gudrun spoke with an air of arrogance.

“If you kneel now and beg for forgiveness, I might be merciful and settle for taking one of your arms,” he sneered, as though bestowing an extraordinary act of grace.

Bern chuckled softly at the irony. 

Just moments ago, Gudrun had been ready to kill him outright, but now he was suddenly concerned with appearances.

“You might consider urging your lord to show mercy. It’s the only way you’ll leave here with even a shred of dignity as a knight,” Bern remarked, his tone calm but cutting.

“You dare mock me further?!” 

Gudrun bellowed as he lunged forward, his sword aimed directly at Bern.

The assault was sudden, with no referee to officiate or signal the start of a duel. 

It wasn’t a fight; it was an act of violence. 

But Gudrun didn’t care. 

In his mind, this wasn’t a duel but a punishment.

And that miscalculation sealed his fate.

With a deft movement, Bern sidestepped Gudrun’s charge, grabbed his wrist, and swept his leg under him. 

In one smooth motion, Gudrun was flung skyward.

The crowd gasped in unison, their minds struggling to comprehend what they had just witnessed. 

Only a handful of onlookers realized what had happened—that Bern had disarmed and thrown Gudrun effortlessly.

Gudrun, who had been momentarily stunned in midair, managed to roll as he hit the ground, preventing serious injury. 

However, his once-pristine armor was now coated in dirt, a clear mark of humiliation.

“What… just happened?” murmured someone in the crowd.

“I have no idea. He just… flew.”

Gudrun’s face contorted with rage and shame. 

His hand trembled as he pointed his sword at Bern again, this time summoning a faint, glowing energy along the blade.

“He’s using sword energy!” someone exclaimed.

For knights, the manifestation of sword energy was a sign of mastery—a threshold that separated the truly skilled from the average. 

It could cut through armor like paper, rendering ordinary combat meaningless.

“I underestimated you once. It won’t happen again,” Gudrun growled.

But Bern did not respond. 

He simply stood there, unarmed, watching as Gudrun lunged forward with an elaborate series of strikes.

What followed was a repeat of the same scene. 

Each attack was countered, each move neutralized.

No matter what Gudrun tried, the result was the same—he was hurled through the air and slammed into the ground.

Over and over.

As the crowd watched, disbelief turned to awe, awe to fear.

Gudrun, a knight of renown, had been reduced to a ragdoll.

Finally, bruised and battered, Gudrun stood frozen, his confidence utterly shattered.

He glanced at Bern with a mix of fear and humiliation.

“Sir Gudrun!” the lord roared from the stands.

“What is the meaning of this disgraceful display?”

Gudrun had always been flawed as a knight—impulsive, emotional, prone to overreach. 

Yet, his unwavering loyalty and exceptional skills had kept him at the lord’s side.

Now, however, all those qualities seemed irrelevant.

The knight, who hadn’t even drawn his weapon, had been rolling pathetically on the ground several times and now resembled a frightened dog, watching nervously for any sudden movement.

Considering that the captain of the knights was a symbol of the domain’s military strength, this wasn’t just a personal humiliation—it was a disgrace that sullied the reputation of the lord himself.

Gudrun shut his eyes tightly.

Unable to withstand the pressure of his lord, he charged at Bern recklessly, knowing full well there was no chance of victory.

He wished, perhaps, to lose consciousness if only to escape the shame.

“… Not even worth a failing grade.”

If such a useless man existed among the ranks of the Golden Cloud Knights under his command, Bern would have destroyed him with his own hands before casting him out.

Suppressing a brief, stray thought as a ‘Crown Prince,’ Bern moved his hands and feet again.

Gudrun’s body soared higher than it ever had before—so high that the spectators had to crane their necks at a right angle—before crashing down into the ground.

Boom!

Gudrun’s body landed right at Bern’s feet. 

If the trajectory had shifted even slightly, Gudrun would have been crushed.

The lord’s expression twisted into a grotesque mixture of humiliation and despair as he looked on.

Step. 

Step.

As Bern approached the lord, he said, “It seems the law and order in Prenzia is in quite poor condition. Random armed men keep attacking me, so I had no choice but to employ basic self-defense. I suggest you exercise caution as well, my lord.”

No official judgment, no mutual agreement, not even proper introductions. 

This was not a duel, and Gudrun was no knight. 


Bern had merely defended himself from an attacker.

However, wasn’t this your territory?

Shouldn’t you manage it properly?

Some among the audience tilted their heads in confusion, unable to grasp Bern’s words, while others turned pale as comprehension dawned.

The lord of Prenzia was among the latter group.

“……”

After briefly glancing at the silent lord, Bern turned his back on him.

One step, two steps, three steps.

The lord, watching Bern walk away with no hesitation or regret, swallowed his pride and forced out the words.

“I have a request. I apologize for my prior discourtesy. Would you be willing to talk again?”

Bern thought to himself: He may have displayed disgraceful behavior, but at least he’s not entirely irredeemable.

Negotiations with the lord progressed smoothly thereafter.

Despite the humiliation caused by Bern, the lord could not deny Bern’s impeccable skill, which had been proven beyond question.

The previously pale and frail-looking treasurer, who had regained some of his composure, spoke politely.

“The first disappearance occurred about two months ago. At the time, we didn’t realize it was a significant problem and left it unaddressed. By the time the damage escalated, an investigation revealed that it all started with that first case.”

The first victim was Mary, the herbalist.

She used to enter the nearby forest regularly to collect herbs but vanished without a trace one day.

“After that, young women who ventured into the forest—to gather fruits or firewood—began disappearing one by one. The guards investigated the forest, but none of the missing were found. At first, people thought the issue was resolved by simply avoiding the forest.”

But that wasn’t the case.

Young women who hadn’t even approached the forest—the baker’s daughter, the innkeeper’s assistant, the village seamstress—also began disappearing.

Even a young noblewoman visiting Prenzia for trade was added to the list of missing persons. 

At that point, the matter escalated from a simple problem among commoners to a major incident shaking the entire domain.

“Homes with young women can barely sleep at night. As long as one member of the household stays awake, the women remain safe. But if no one is awake, even with doors securely locked, they vanish without a trace.

The lord, distressed, shared a tragic story: A father and daughter lived alone. 

For a week, the father stayed awake at night to protect her. 

But one moment of drowsiness was all it took, and she was gone.

“Please, I beg you. Solve this case!”

After repeatedly bowing his head in plea, the treasurer left.

Gathered in a small estate provided by the lord, Bern and his companions began discussing the case.

“This is a strange and terrifying situation. If I were in their position, I’d be too worried about my younger sister to sleep,” one companion said.

“Finding the perpetrator is the first step, even before considering how to defeat them. What do you think, Bern?” another asked.

“Well, first, we need to investigate by speaking to the victims’ families to understand the circumstances…”

Just then, Bern’s head turned toward the estate’s front door.

A few seconds later, knock, knock.


Lenya quickly moved to open the door.

A man with unkempt gray hair, a matching beard, and mischievous eyes stood at the entrance.

“Hmm, should I say ‘pardon my intrusion into your estate’ or ‘welcome to the city’? Never mind. Introductions first.”

With a wide grin and a voice filled with amusement, the man declared:

“Alses Berthrea. I’m your senior, though I’ve shamefully failed to complete the request and had to raise the white flag. Mind if we chat for a bit?”



 
  Chapter 22: New Adventurer Bern (20)- Senior


Though Bern was often described as “unadventurer-like” by those around him, he didn’t particularly dislike the unique culture of adventurers.

If a senior and junior adventurer were to meet and share stories, wouldn’t it make more sense to do so over beer at a tavern rather than tea in a fancy mansion?

“Ahh! There are a few good restaurants in Prenzia, but this place’s beer is the best. What do you think? Do you like it?”

Alses slammed a large wooden beer mug down on the table after taking a hearty gulp. 

The loud thunk! that followed, combined with his rugged demeanor, was the very image of the rough-and-tumble adventurer Bern had only vaguely imagined. 

Bern couldn’t help but be impressed.

To be honest, by his standards, the beer here was too lukewarm and lacked the sharpness that he preferred. 

It tasted more like bland water. 

But in situations like these, the atmosphere could make anything taste better.

“Yes, it’s not bad,” Bern replied.

“Tch, that reaction’s lukewarm.”

“If it’s a drink paid for by you, senior, my opinion could go from ‘not bad’ to ‘good.’”

“Hahaha! This guy! He looks calm and composed on the outside, but inside, he’s sly! How could I not pay after hearing that? I’ll cover everything, so order whatever you like!”

Alses burst out laughing as if thoroughly entertained by Bern’s witty response.

After that lighthearted icebreaker, the atmosphere shifted.

Blanca, who had barely touched her drink, finally spoke.

“So, can we get to the main point now?”

“Hm. Fair enough.”

Alses stroked his beard for a moment before speaking bluntly.

“To be honest, it’s a handover. If you think about it, it’s like we’re passing on the cleanup of our failure to you juniors. I just felt it was right to give you some help before leaving.”

“…Is that really all there is to it?”

Blanca’s voice carried evident doubt and mistrust.

Given the nature of the adventuring business, where coworkers were also competitors, the idea of helping others without personal gain was unusual.

It was rare for adventurers, many of whom were rogues, to sincerely repay a favor. 

Even if one intended to, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t meet an untimely end before they could.

The industry’s cutthroat logic prioritized short-term gains over uncertain, long-term benefits.

Understanding Blanca’s skepticism, Alses let out a hearty laugh.

“I get it. I know exactly what you’re thinking. Take a look around. The fact that I’m alone right now should give you a clue, shouldn’t it?”

“Did you… have a dispute?”

“Exactly. They got mad, saying, ‘Why should we help them? If they succeed where we failed, it’ll only hurt our reputation.’ Such petty, small-minded fools.”

Alses drained the rest of his beer in one gulp, his face momentarily clouded with frustration.

“This tavern, now run by its sole owner, used to have a waitress—his daughter. When people grew anxious, she begged us to restore the city to its original state. She even volunteered to act as bait. We, desperate to make progress, assured her of her safety and accepted. But now… she’s gone.”

Blanca and Lenya both inhaled sharply.

The boisterous and carefree facade Alses maintained crumbled, revealing raw grief and frustration.

“In all my years as an adventurer, I’ve never been so humiliated. I wanted to cling to the request and see it through, but at some point, I realized it was futile. Clinging to pride only created more victims. So we gave up, and here you are. Do I need any other reason to help you?”

Bern responded calmly, his voice steady.

“No, that’s reason enough. Can you share what you’ve discovered?”

“Of course. Here’s what we know so far—”

Alses began to outline their findings:


	The intervals between disappearances are random. Sometimes, someone vanishes every day, while at other times, days pass without incident. However, at least one person disappears every week.


	The only way to prevent an abduction is for someone to remain conscious in the area. As long as one person is awake, nothing happens
.

	If everyone falls asleep, no matter how secure the location is, the abductor infiltrates effortlessly. Physical barriers like locked doors or sealed entrances make no difference.


	Victims have even disappeared while bound tightly by family members. The bindings are undone without explanation.


	Traps set to catch the culprit fail to activate. Attempts to track footprints or other clues are equally futile.


	The nearby forest, initially suspected to be the culprit’s base, has been thoroughly searched with no results.



Alses continued, “As a last resort, we placed potential victims in guarded buildings, taking shifts to stay awake. But even then, someone fell asleep, and young women disappeared instantly. That failure broke our spirit, and now people only trust their families for vigilance.”

When Alses finished, Lenya grimaced.

“Is there even a solution? If locking doors, setting traps, or tying victims up doesn’t work, what are we supposed to do?”

Lenya had faith in Bern’s unmatched combat prowess. 

No matter the foe, be it a monster or a dark sorcerer, Bern had always emerged victorious. 

Yet this time, the challenge seemed more insidious.

Bern, deep in thought, met Blanca’s gaze. 

After a moment, he nodded slightly.

Feeling a sense of understanding pass between them, Blanca asked, “The person who fell asleep during their watch—where are they now?”

Alses raised an eyebrow in surprise.

“Why do you ask?”

“Isn’t it odd? Falling asleep during such high stakes? It’s worth investigating.”

“Hm…”

A thunk! echoed as Alses set his empty mug down.

That moment, the innkeeper approached their table and placed down a plate of food, saying,

“If you’re looking for Malcolm, he’s probably in the abandoned house on the outskirts of the city. He’s been chased out because anyone who lost a family member or lover to him is out for his blood. He couldn’t survive in the city.”

Bern lowered his head respectfully toward him.

“Thank you for letting us know.”

“It’s nothing compared to your efforts as outsiders trying to find the culprit,” the innkeeper replied.

Then, he turned to Alses.

“Please, I beg you. Make sure my daughter’s bravery wasn’t in vain.”

Alses’s expression darkened momentarily before he nodded resolutely.

“You have my word. I will do everything I can to help these people.”

As the conversation unfolded, Lenya, who had been quietly observing, seemed moved and wiped at his eyes.

Blanca, too, renewed her resolve to catch the culprit. 

Meanwhile, Bern silently sipped his beer with an unreadable expression.

[“Something seems to be bothering you. What is it?”]

‘I don’t know. Maybe the beer tastes worse than before,’ Bern replied internally.

[“What?”]

Bern gave no further answer.

“I’ll be staying in the city for a while, so feel free to call on me if you need help. And don’t worry—I’m not asking for compensation,” Alses said, adding with a grin, “I just can’t stand losing.”

He left after those words.

Lenya watched him with admiration, his voice tinged with respect.

“Wow, honestly, I used to think adventurers other than my older brother and sister were just thugs who knew how to fight. But someone of his rank—he’s got dignity, ambition, and a sense of responsibility. No wonder he’s the face of the Eastern Branch!”

“I haven’t spoken to him much either, but I’ve never heard anything bad about him within the guild,” Blanca replied.

She glanced at Bern, wondering if Alses might be the ‘storybook adventurer’ Bern often spoke about. 

But Bern said nothing, his thoughts hidden. 

Eventually, Blanca shrugged and followed Bern as they headed toward the city outskirts.

As the sun dipped below the horizon and darkness enveloped them, Blanca conjured a small ball of fire in her palm, illuminating their surroundings. 

Though maintaining a prepared state like this drained mana considerably, it wasn’t much of a burden for her now that her mana reserves had grown significantly.

She briefly thought about her past self, who used to count every spell cast, and wondered what that version of her might say about the person she had become.

After walking for some time, they arrived.

“…Wow. I heard it was an abandoned house, but this is extreme,” Lenya muttered, clicking his tongue in dismay.

The sight before them was grim.

The walls were peeling, dust and sand covered everything, and the atmosphere was eerily unsettling.

Though the nighttime gloom contributed to the feeling, the building didn’t look livable even in daylight.

“Malcolm, are you in there? We want to ask you about the missing person cases!” Bern called out.

Despite several knocks, there was no response.

Four times, five times, Bern knocked again and again, calling Malcolm’s name, but the result was the same.

“Maybe no one’s home?”

“That’s what I think, brother. There’s no way anyone would stay in a place like this,” Lenya added.

Despite their protests, Bern continued knocking persistently. 

After about ten minutes, a series of loud, impatient thuds echoed from inside.

The door swung open violently, almost breaking off its hinges. 

A man with bloodshot eyes, a gaunt face, and a strong stench of alcohol glared at them. 


Most concerning of all, he clutched a hand axe.

“What do you want? Do you even know what time it is?” he barked.


Blanca and Lenya instinctively dropped into defensive stances, but Bern remained calm.

“We’re here to ask about the missing person cases. Could you cooperate with us for a moment?”

“Cooperate? To hell with that! I’ve got nothing to say, so get lost before you regret it—”

“Then are you content with continuing to bear this false accusation?”

Bern interrupted.

“…What?”

Malcolm froze, his body stiffening at Bern’s words.

With a calm but firm tone, Bern continued.

“I know it wasn’t your fault you fell asleep during your watch that night. If you cooperate with us,
we can clear your name.”



 
  Chapter 23: New Adventurer Bern (21)- Fishing


A person might die from sheer resentment alone.

Malcolm, a woodcutter in Primera, couldn’t shake off such thoughts lately.

“You damn bastard! You couldn’t stay awake for just an hour?! My daughter is gone because of you!”

“If you couldn’t handle it, you should’ve woken someone else up! Was that so hard to do?!”

“Die! You worthless scum! Just die already!”

Malcolm felt wronged.

So wronged that it drove him to the brink of madness.

Having lost his parents early, Malcolm had grown up relying solely on his younger sister.

When mysterious disappearances began plaguing Primera, no one was more determined than Malcolm to stop it.

Whoever the culprit was, he vowed not to let anyone harm his sister.

She was his only family, and he swore to protect her at all costs.

Would such a person really let his sister be endangered because he couldn’t resist a moment of drowsiness?

Impossible.

Throughout his watch, Malcolm moved constantly to shake off sleep.

He even chewed bitter and sour medicinal herbs known to ward off drowsiness.

His mind was sharp, and his eyes were wide open. He felt he could stay awake all night if needed.

And yet…

“It felt like… my memory was cut off. I was wide awake, keeping watch near my sister. I remember that clearly. But then, I felt dizzy, and the next thing I knew, I was on the floor. When I came to, people were beating me, blaming me for my sister’s disappearance.”

Malcolm desperately explained his side of the story, but no one believed him.

They thought he was making excuses to cover up his failure.

The power of group condemnation was relentless.

At first, Malcolm fought back against the accusations, but the repeated blame and hostility began to wear him down.

Eventually, he doubted his own memory.

Maybe it really was his fault. Maybe his sister disappeared because of him.

The guilt was maddening.

Then came Bern’s words, promising to clear his name. It sounded so sweet, like salvation itself.

So much so that Malcolm confided everything to the unexpected visitors who appeared without notice.

After hearing Malcolm’s story, Bern turned to Blanca.

“Ms. Blanca, do you know of any magic that puts people to sleep?”

“…Are you suggesting someone used magic to make him fall asleep and then committed the crime?”

“Sleep often sneaks up on a person without them realizing it. And given how long the people here have been physically and mentally drained, it wouldn’t be surprising if someone suddenly losing consciousness was mistaken for exhaustion instead of external interference.”

Blanca nodded at Bern’s hypothesis.

“That makes sense. While I haven’t learned it personally, I’ve read that mid-level or higher sleep spells can make memories before sleep fuzzy or unclear.”

If the perpetrator had used such magic, it would explain Malcolm’s fragmented memory.

But this was only a theory.

“Will people believe this without evidence?”

“There is evidence. Magic leaves distinct traces, and skilled mages can investigate them. Conveniently, we have such a mage here.”

“What?”

Blanca looked around in confusion.

Where is this supposed mage?

Just then, Renya caught her gaze and exclaimed dramatically, “Oh, dear sister! How much more will you surprise me? I never imagined you had such powers!”

What nonsense is this?

Blanca wanted to firmly deny it, but Bern placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “I believe in you, Ms. Blanca. As the greatest mage of the Eastern Branch, you can do this.”

“Uh, um, well…”

Though her goal of defeating a lich made her seem overly ambitious, Blanca was a practical and earnest person at heart.

She despised exaggeration and the braggarts among adventurers.

She should have said no. She should have declared her inability outright.

But Bern’s gentle hand and soothing voice undermined her resolve.

And so…

“Of course. It’s a challenging task, but I can manage it.”

In the end, Blanca uttered the very “boast” she loathed so much.

Falling for a bad man was proving to be a dangerous game.

Fortunately for Blanca, Bern didn’t actually expect her to identify the culprit solely through magical traces.

Though it wasn’t obvious, Bern’s formal education at the royal palace far surpassed Blanca’s current level of expertise.

He knew her limits.

However, how would others perceive this situation?

“Do you mean to say those sudden bouts of sleep were caused by magic, not exhaustion?”

“That mage, Blanca—they say she’s the best in the Eastern Branch. The guild even tried to recruit her with generous terms, but she refused to leave her adventuring life.”

“I heard she’s meeting victims like Malcolm to trace magical evidence and find the culprit.”

Rumors about Bern’s party—more specifically, about Blanca—spread quickly across Primera, which was still reeling from the disappearances.

And the more the rumors spread, the paler Blanca’s face became.

“B-Bern. Is this really okay? If people find out I can’t actually trace magical evidence, there’ll be no fixing this…!”

But Bern remained unfazed.

“It doesn’t matter. What’s important is that the culprit believes you can.”

“You’re certain the culprit isn’t human?”

“Even if they’re not human, they’re an intelligent being with deep knowledge of the city. The circumstances are too peculiar for random abductions.”

Bern believed that once the culprit heard about a powerful mage capable of tracing magic roaming the city, they would inevitably react.

“But if they’re a skilled mage, wouldn’t they know how difficult it is to trace magical evidence? Would they really believe a third-rank adventurer could do it?”

“Yes.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because I easily defeated that rogue knight—a supposed representative of a territory. They’ll assume my allies are equally capable.”

It was a statement that bordered on arrogance.

Yet, when Bern said it, it felt like undeniable truth.

“Well, there’s always the possibility of them getting so intimidated that they run away or disappear entirely. But if that happens, we’ll just try something new. No need to worry too much. I heard my predecessors wasted at least a month, so if we have the same time limit, we’ve got some breathing room, don’t we?”

Bern shrugged his shoulders.

His attempt at humor, while earnest, didn’t quite suit him, and Blanca couldn’t help but let out a small chuckle.

“You’re right. It’s only just the beginning. There’s no need to tremble at the thought of the outcome already.”

Blanca felt her tense shoulders relax.

Being with Bern always gave her a sense of reassurance, a belief that things would somehow work out, as they always had.

Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, Bern’s “new method” didn’t get its turn to shine.

On the second night after they began their investigation, the bait was taken.

The night in Prencia was eerily quiet.

Not the quiet of peace, but a tense stillness, as if something could happen at any moment.

As evidence of this tension, the larger buildings in the city were lit up with lanterns, while those who couldn’t afford oil or candles desperately lit fires in braziers to avoid falling asleep.

From above, a man observing the city thought it was all so foolish.

Standing watch, lighting fires, locking doors—none of it mattered to him.

If he willed it, the watchmen would fall asleep, the fires would extinguish, and the doors would open.

Such was the power of magic.

It was a force too great for mere human tricks to resist.

Indeed, the only thing that could counter magic was more magic.

That’s why the man moved cautiously toward his destination—a small mansion near the lord’s estate.

Its high walls and barred windows made it an impenetrable fortress for ordinary thieves, but he paid it no mind.

After all, breaching those defenses wasn’t his job.

He took out a black orb from his cloak and channeled his magic into it.

The power swirled and expanded, turning into a mist that seeped into the mansion.

Inside, the faint signs of life fell silent, and soon the doors creaked open from within.

A young woman with sky-blue hair stepped out, her eyes vacant and empty.

The man’s magic had done its work—one spell to lull his obstacles into a dreamlike state, and another to make the target move of their own accord.
These spells were what had allowed him to abduct his victims without interference, no matter the circumstances.

High walls, locked gates—it was all meaningless when the residents themselves opened the way.

Even if the target was in an environment impossible to escape alone, the man could manipulate others to assist them, solving any problem with ease.

“Looks like the rumors were false after all,” the man muttered, relaxing.

He had been ready to flee at the first sign of trouble, but now it seemed unnecessary.

“Still… an unexpected bonus.”

As he admired the defenseless beauty before him, a smile crept across his lips.

But just as his fingers brushed her cheek—

“Would you kindly remove your hand?”

The voice was polite, yet carried an undeniable edge of menace.

Before the man could process the words, a crushing force slammed into his stomach.

“Gah!”

Blanca’s reinforced body delivered a powerful blow to his midsection, folding him in half. 

She followed it up by smashing his face with her sheathed blade, knocking him to the ground.

Thud!

She moved to restrain him, but before she could, the black orb in his hand flared with magic, and his body began sinking into the shadows.

“Damn it!” Blanca cursed, lunging forward, but he disappeared before she could grab him.

The shadows raced across the walls and floor, escaping rapidly.

‘A trap,’ the man realized as he fled.

‘They pretended to fall under my spell to lure me in… If they’d resisted outright, I would’ve noticed something was wrong.’


He grimaced, reassessing his opponent.

Blanca wasn’t just powerful; she was several levels above him in magical ability.

‘I need to get out of this city. The ritual isn’t complete yet, but it’s better than risking everything here.’


But before he could finish the thought—

Whoosh!

A searing pain tore through his body, and he was forcibly dragged out of the shadows.

“What…?!”

He stared in disbelief at the red-haired young man before him.

“Curious, aren’t you?” Bern said softly.

“We’ll have plenty of time to talk later. But for now, you should get some rest.”

Thwack!



 
  Chapter 24: New Adventurer Bern (22)- Clue


The man collapsed to the ground, his face smashed into the floor, unconscious.

Watching this, Bern let out a dry chuckle.

Noticing the expression, Lucidra asked curiously.

“Why are you laughing? What’s so funny?”

“No, I just find it baffling. Even though he hadn’t ensured his safety yet, he still tried to make a move on Blanca in the middle of everything. Isn’t that absurd?”

“Men are all like that. Even in the middle of a sword fight, they lose their minds the moment they see a woman’s skin. What do you expect? And for the record, my outfit is entirely practical.”

“Is that so?”

“…Wait, what do you mean by ‘is that so’?”

“I mean, I just thought it might be a personal preference of yours.”

Ignoring the indignant shrieking of the self-proclaimed great demon, Bern secured the black orb that the man had been holding.

Its surface was cold and hard, like an ordinary glass bead, but the magic contained within was thick, dark, and ominous, like a coagulated pool of oil.

“Bern!”

Blanca arrived a beat too late, letting out a sigh of relief upon seeing the unconscious culprit on the ground and Bern unharmed.

“I’m sorry. I tried to catch him right away, but he slipped past me.”

“No, it’s fine. If you hadn’t acted as bait in the first place, we wouldn’t have caught him at all. I should be thanking you instead.”

Though he knew she had intentionally allowed herself to be caught to lure the culprit, Bern still felt a certain respect for Blanca, who had willingly taken on the risk.

Blanca blushed slightly at Bern’s praise and quickly changed the subject.

“I-It’s nothing special. More importantly, what’s that orb?”

“It’s something this guy was carrying. I have a rough idea, but I’ll explain in detail once we return.”

Bern lifted the man’s limp body as though he were nothing more than a sack of goods.

There was much to do before dawn.

***

The man groaned.

“Are you awake?”

In the mansion’s parlor, the man slowly opened his eyes, taking in his surroundings with a bitter sigh.

He was tightly bound to a chair.

All his tools were confiscated, and three adventurers surrounded him, their sharp gazes leaving no room for escape.

“So, you spread false rumors to lure me out from the start?”

“No, even if you hadn’t shown up, we had plans to track you down regardless. It didn’t matter much either way.”

The man’s eyes trembled.

If the red-haired adventurer’s words were true, then the blue-haired magician was just as monstrous as he was.

“I’ll be asking you a few questions now,” Bern said calmly.

“Do you think I’ll answer willingly?”

“Where are the women you’ve captured? Are they still alive?”

Ignoring the man’s defiance, Bern asked another question, his tone indifferent.

The man scowled but quickly regained his composure, speaking with a relaxed demeanor.

“Who knows? But it’s clear that if anything happens to me, their safety will vanish along with me.”

It was a veiled threat, a desperate attempt to regain the upper hand.

However, the response was unexpected.

“I see,” Bern nodded nonchalantly.

“Blanca, it seems rescuing the victims might be difficult.”

“Understood. Then we’ll just note that this man killed them all,” Blanca replied matter-of-factly, scribbling something down on a notepad.

Seeing this, the man felt a dizzying sensation of despair.

“So, what was your motive for all this?”

Bern asked, ignoring the man’s pale expression.

The man panicked.

“Listen, if I don’t send a signal within a certain time, my comrades at the hideout will kill the women! So untie me immediately—”

“Hmm, you seem to misunderstand something.”

Bern cut him off, his voice calm but cold.

“We are adventurers. Our commission was to catch the culprit behind the missing persons, not to rescue hostages. Whether the women you took are alive or not doesn’t really concern us. Sure, if we rescue them, we could negotiate additional compensation with the lord. But judging by the state of this territory, I doubt he’d offer much.”

The man nearly nodded in agreement—he knew the lord of Prenzia was not the type to open his purse for the sake of his people.

“Fighting you, questioning you—it’s all a waste of time and energy. So let’s just conclude that the victims are already dead. That way, we can skip the bothersome search and wrap this job up cleanly.”

Bern’s tone was so detached, so indifferent to human lives, that the man felt a cold chill crawl up his spine.

***

The man’s confidence crumbled. 

His lips trembled as he blurted out, “W-Wait! I’ll tell you everything! There’s valuable information for you and the guild! I’ll even testify publicly if needed!”

Bern smirked inwardly.

‘So easily shaken… What a weak-willed man.’

Lucidra’s voice echoed in his mind.

[No, even a strong-willed man would have cracked under what you just pulled.]

The arrogant man’s attitude didn’t take long to flip as easily as turning a hand.

The attempt to subtly take control of the situation despite being captured melted away like snow, replaced by a desperate effort to speak, answering every question posed to him—sometimes even providing details unasked.

According to the man, he had been nothing more than an ordinary, unaffiliated magician with unremarkable abilities.

But one day, a figure he called “Master” appeared before him.

The Master granted him power but demanded a constant supply of sacrificial offerings in return.

At this point, Blanca furrowed her brow and asked, “Sacrificial offerings? Does that mean all the women who’ve been kidnapped are already dead?”

“No, no, that’s not likely. For the ritual my Master is preparing, it’s crucial to offer multiple lives at the same time,” the man stammered.

In other words, they wouldn’t kill the captives immediately.

The women would be kept alive until the moment of the ritual, where they would all be sacrificed at once.

Bern questioned him next.

“Are you the only one collecting these sacrificial offerings?”

“No. As far as I know, my Master has disciples spread across the Kingdom of Virka. Each of them gathers sacrifices in their own way and offers them to the Master.”

Here, in the city of Frencia alone, over fifty young women had already gone missing.

If this was happening across the entire kingdom, the number of victims would be unimaginable.

And that made it even more puzzling.

What kind of being was this Master?

What sort of ritual was he preparing that required such a vast number of sacrifices?

“It’s—”

The man was about to answer when—

Wooong!

The black orb Bern had confiscated suddenly trembled violently, breaking through its leather pouch and flying into the air.

Unleashing the ominous energy stored within, it emitted a terrifying power before transforming into a black sword.

The blade lunged toward the man’s neck.

Or at least, it tried to.

“Predictable. Too predictable.”

Bern, having already drawn his own sword, intercepted the attack. 

If not for his swift reaction, the man’s head would have surely been pierced.

Clang! 

Clang! 

Clang!

The black sword darted through the air in an erratic trajectory, repeatedly attempting to impale the man. 

But Bern, unfazed by its irregular movements, deflected every attack with precision.

Wooong!

As if realizing it couldn’t surpass Bern, the black sword began to shake uncontrollably before morphing into a giant beast. 

The monstrous form lunged at the man.

Even if Bern managed to cut the beast with his blade, its massive size and overwhelming momentum would crush both the man and Bern.

Crash!

But once again, Bern shattered its expectations.

The moment he realized the beast intended to push through even while being sliced apart, Bern gripped his sword horizontally and swung it like a baseball bat.

The monstrous creature was sent flying through the air.

Though it tried to shift into a new form mid-flight to continue its attack, Bern didn’t give it another chance.

His sword traced dozens of arcs through the air.

The overwhelming density of his strikes wove into a sword-net, then solidified into a curtain of blade energy.

The assault didn’t just slice the beast apart; it utterly crushed and obliterated it.

Everyone was left speechless by Bern’s transcendental swordsmanship, their mouths agape.

Meanwhile, Bern clicked his tongue in mild dissatisfaction.

“My arm feels numb,” he muttered.

Even though this was just his replica body, perfectly replicating the Crown Prince’s techniques came with limits.

Instead of an aura blade, he used blade energy, and even then, he reduced the overall output of
his attacks.

Yet, the recoil still strained his body.

Unlike the other enemies he had faced so far, the shadow beast was difficult to deal with, even for Bern.

Defeating it wasn’t impossible, but the problem was the risk of losing a critical source of information.


“A typical scenario where the villain is silenced by their own mastermind… but I’d rather not experience it firsthand.”

Having completely destroyed the shadow beast, Bern turned his gaze back to the man.

“Now, continue where you left off.”

The man’s lips quivered.

Despite the terror gripping him, he couldn’t afford to hesitate.

The fear of offending Bern spurred him into action.


The Master’s name was… Mortius.

Mortius Barmore.

Through a ritual requiring a thousand sacrifices, he sought to ascend to a new realm.

Blanca’s eyes widened in shock.



 
  Chapter 25: New Adventurer Bern (23)- Prelude to the Expedition


“The adventurers found the culprit and even rescued some of the victims?”

The next day.

The lord’s reaction to Bern’s report was one of sheer disbelief. 

After all, the problem that his predecessors couldn’t solve even after holding out for over a month was resolved in just three days.

“To be precise, they rescued about ten of the missing individuals who were being held in a temporary base. However, the rest of the victims have been taken by the organization the culprit belongs to, making it difficult to retrieve them immediately.”

At the treasurer’s words, the lord’s expression grew even stranger.

“An organization? Are you telling me some slave traders were behind this? What vile scum!”

“Well… that’s…”

“Stop stammering and speak clearly!”

Pressed by the lord, the treasurer reluctantly spoke up.

“The culprit… mentioned a lich.”

“What?”

“The culprit is the lich’s apprentice and testified that he was kidnapping people to offer as sacrifices demanded by his master. The remaining victims who weren’t rescued are likely held in the lich’s dungeon, though its location is unknown.”

A long, heavy silence fell over the room. 

The lord ran a hand over his face and surveyed his retainers.

Typically, they would dismiss such news as an outrageous joke, laughing or reprimanding him for being too dramatic. Yet now, none of them spoke. 

They merely blinked in stunned silence.

Even Gudrun, who would usually be the first to raise his voice, stood quietly, observing the situation with an unusual calm. 

If his subdued demeanor stemmed from a newfound maturity as a knight awaiting his lord’s judgment, it would have been commendable. 

Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.

‘He’s being cautious,’ thought the lord.

Cautious of the treasurer? 

Impossible. 

Gudrun, who often mocked the treasurer for being a commoner, wouldn’t suddenly care about his opinion. 

Nor was he looking for cues from the lord himself.

‘Bern, was it?’

The red-haired adventurer.

Gudrun had been thoroughly humiliated and toyed with by that adventurer. 

It was clear that Gudrun was too wary of him to act recklessly. 

Though it was the treasurer who delivered the report, it was Bern and his party who had provided the details.

Lowering his evaluation of his knight, the lord turned to the treasurer and asked, “So, what’s next?”

“The rescued victims have returned to their families, and the adventurers have submitted a request to you. They are currently awaiting your response.”

“A request? What do they want?”

“They’ve asked to take custody of the culprit—the lich’s apprentice. They claim having a witness will strengthen their case when reporting this incident to the guild. However, they’re also willing to leave the culprit to you for execution, should you wish to carry it out personally.”

“Hmm…”

The lord fell into thought. 

If Bern’s party had taken the culprit without permission, he would have been enraged and ordered them to be captured. 

But since the decision was left to him, he hesitated.

If it were purely a matter of satisfaction, he would have preferred to thoroughly punish the culprit and leave their body for the crows. 

But if the lich truly was behind this…

What if the lich, enraged by the death of his apprentice, sought revenge?

“Then, is there no risk of further harm to our people?”

“If the culprit’s confession is truthful, then no.”

“I see.”

The lord felt the scales in his mind tipping toward one side. 

The loss of dozens of young women was painful, but not irreparable for the region as a whole. 

His primary concern had been the widespread fear and despondency among the citizens, more so than the victims themselves. 

Now that the immediate threat had been neutralized, the people would gradually regain their sense of security.

The lord finally spoke.

“Relay this proposal to them: If they accept this condition, I will hand over the culprit. The condition is this:


	Officially, the culprit will be executed in Prenzia. If they agree to this, I won’t care what they do with the person after.”



Hearing the treasurer relay the lord’s proposal, Lenya blinked in confusion.

“What’s this supposed to mean? Are they saying they’ll execute the culprit themselves?”

Bern shook his head.

“No, they’ll hand over the culprit to us. But they’ll designate some other criminal as the culprit and stage an execution for appearances.”

“What’s the point of that?”

“The point is simple. ‘The lord of Prenzia dealt with the evil that disturbed the region.’ That’s all the citizens need to know. Whether the real culprit lives or dies doesn’t matter. Besides, if they keep the culprit, they risk provoking the lich, so this spares them that danger.”

It was a shallow ploy, but Bern didn’t mind. 

He had no desire to argue with a lord stubborn enough to insist on killing the culprit himself.

With the agreement settled, the party packed the culprit into a large sack—more for disguise than comfort—and loaded him onto their wagon for direct delivery to the guild.

Unsurprisingly, the guild was in uproar.

“A lich? Preparing a sacrificial ritual involving thousands of lives? Apprentices operating covertly in various regions?”

Though the guild wasn’t an organization devoted to justice or protecting the weak, the information Bern had brought changed things.

“A lich is a monster of at least the fifth rank. If it completes such a large-scale ritual, it could ascend to the sixth rank. Do you realize what that means?”

“A fifth-rank entity can rival a territory. A sixth-rank entity can rival an entire nation. If such a being, who sees humans as nothing more than tools for experiments or sacrifices, gains that much power, the consequences would be unimaginable.”

“We must strike before it completes its ritual and ascends! If we wait, both Birka and our guild could be doomed. Contact headquarters immediately and request reinforcements!”

While the purging faction demanded immediate action, others remained skeptical.

“Wait, aren’t we acting too rashly? This is just the testimony of one mage. How can we be sure they’re telling the truth?”

“To defeat the lich, we must conquer the dungeon it has created. It’s not just about intercepting an already powerful foe. If we’re to storm in and kill it, the cost will be immense.”

“Why should we be the ones to deal with the kingdom’s crisis in the first place? And who’s going to reward us for it? Let the damn king and those aristocrats handle it themselves!”

The opposition faction in the guild strongly protested against taking on the task.

“We need further investigation. Frankly, there’s no guarantee this isn’t a trap set by the lich.”

“Let’s inform the kingdom of the situation and gauge their response. This doesn’t seem like something we can handle on our own.”

The conflict within the Eastern Branch soon escalated after a meeting with the branch leaders, spreading to become a guild-wide dispute.

Eventually, the following request was posted at every branch:

Request: Lich Subjugation


	Client: Adventurer’s Guild


	Participant Restrictions: Rank 3 Adventurers and above


	Details: The lich, Mortius Barmore, who has been sighted multiple times in the past, is reportedly preparing a large-scale human sacrifice to gain immense power.

Rescue the live sacrifices, disrupt the ritual, and subjugate the wicked lich.



“A lich? How are we supposed to kill that?”

“It’s rare for the guild to issue a direct request like this.”

“Wow, the reward is massive. This could set me up for years.”

“I’ll pass. No amount of money matters if you’re dead.”

Listening to the murmurs of the adventurers, Bern turned his gaze sideways.

There, standing with a conflicted expression while staring at the request notice, was Blanca.

“You seem deep in thought.”


“To be honest… yes. The opportunity came so suddenly, I’m struggling to process it.”

According to Blanca’s original plans, she wouldn’t have reached this stage until long after she advanced to Rank 4.

Even with the guild’s knowledge about the lich, identifying its specific location and assembling the necessary forces for a subjugation was no easy task.

However, with the guild taking full action, informants from all regions worked swiftly, pinpointing the lich’s dungeon.

The lich’s apprentices, who had been operating secretly, were either defeated by senior adventurers from other branches or forced to flee, unable to continue gathering live sacrifices.

In a way, it was expected.

While a Rank 5 mage might be evaluated as equivalent to the strength of an entire territory, the full force of the Adventurer’s Guild could easily overwhelm such a threat.

“I hear even the Guild Master is participating in this mission. No matter how strong the lich is, there’s no way it’ll survive. It’s time it paid for all its accumulated sins.”

It was a joyous event.

To be able to kill the enemy and free her mother at last—what could be better?

Yet, for some reason, Blanca couldn’t suppress the unsettling feelings swirling inside her.

If this truly were the end, and if it were resolved so simply…

What meaning did all her efforts until now hold?

As these thoughts crossed her mind, self-loathing surged within her.

How could she not rejoice at the chance to help her mother?

How ungrateful and cold-hearted must she be to feel this way?

“Are you alright, Bern? This seems quite different from the kind of adventure you originally envisioned.”

The question slipped out before Blanca could stop herself, surprising even her.

She sounded as though she wanted Bern to share her dissatisfaction with the situation. 

But this red-haired adventurer, the very embodiment of perfection, surely didn’t share her ugly feelings.

“Well, I suppose it is a little disappointing.”

Yet Bern, as casually as ever, acknowledged her unease.

“Breaking into a dungeon with a small group of comrades is very different from a large-scale hunt with a crowd. To be honest, I was looking forward to the former, so I can’t deny I’m a bit let down.”

“…That’s irresponsible. In the meantime, more victims could arise.”

What kind of response was she hoping for? 

Blanca knew this wouldn’t unsettle Bern, but for some reason, she couldn’t stop speaking.

Bern, however, wasn’t annoyed. Instead, he gave a wry smile and answered truthfully.

“Yes, it is irresponsible. But surely, I’m entitled to my feelings. Can’t I at least indulge in some personal thoughts?”

“Even if those thoughts go against what’s considered right?”

“An adventurer’s job isn’t about morality, is it?”

“You’re different, though. You’ve always acted, even when it wasn’t in your best interest.”

“No, I do it because it’s ‘cool.’ I’m selfish, really.”

He smiled as he said this.

“And besides, it’s all thanks to us, isn’t it? If we hadn’t caught the culprits and handed them over to the guild, the lich and its apprentices would still be running rampant. They’re only in this position because of us.”

—So your efforts weren’t meaningless.

Was she imagining the unspoken words that seemed to linger in the air?

Blanca gazed at Bern silently. 

He was unfairly perceptive, able to see right through others’ emotions while never revealing his own. 

Yet, talking to him somehow lifted her spirits.

“Well, you’re right. As someone who earned recognition for their efforts, I suppose I can allow myself a few reflections. Still, we can’t let our guard down. Accidents tend to happen when everything seems to be going too smoothly.”


“As a veteran adventurer, your advice is worth heeding. I’ll be ready for anything.”

Exchanging words like tossing a ball back and forth, the two shared a faint smile.

“Brother! Sister! I’ve finished restocking supplies and checking the camping gear!”

Hearing Lenya’s shout from afar, the two began walking toward him.

The lich subjugation was now within reach.



 
  Chapter 26: New Adventurer Bern (24)- Two Relationships


The lich’s lair was located in the northern region when the Kingdom of Birka was divided into nine territories.

While adventurers from the northern branch served as the vanguard, gathering intelligence on the surrounding area, carriages filled with adventurers departed from the western, northwestern, central, northeastern, and eastern branches.

The three southern branches did not participate in this expedition. 

The distance was simply too great, and waiting for them to join would have given the lich ample time to prepare. 

Instead, they were tasked with filling the void left by the skilled adventurers who had departed from other branches.

In the procession that set out from the eastern branch, there were a total of five parties—two fourth-class and three third-class. 

Among them were some familiar faces connected to Bern and his party.

“Haha! We barely managed a proper farewell last time. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again!”

The speaker was Alses Bertria, a rare fourth-class adventurer who had formed an acquaintance with Bern back in Prencia. With a friendly demeanor, Alses greeted Bern.

“My apologies. The last time we met, the situation was far too urgent for formal introductions.”

At Bern’s sincere apology, Alses shrugged with a smile.

“No need to apologize. I offered my help, but things were wrapped up so quickly that I hardly got a chance to act. Still, the matter was resolved, and the victims were saved—that’s what counts, right?”

“It’s not entirely over yet. We need to rescue the remaining victims before we can truly say it’s done.”

“Hmm, you’re right about that.”

Alses stroked his beard habitually, then lowered his voice as he asked, “By the way, did that kidnapper reveal anything else? Like a weakness of the lich or details about their magic?”

Bern gazed at Alses silently, prompting the latter to lean in conspiratorially and lower his voice further.

“I don’t mean to complain, but your party’s swift actions have put mine in a bit of a tough spot. Everyone keeps comparing us, and my team’s morale is taking a hit. Couldn’t you share a bit of the spotlight? I’d be willing to compensate you for any useful information.”

Bern turned his gaze to Alses’s party, resting some distance away around a campfire. 

At first glance, they seemed to be chatting normally, but a closer look revealed the occasional sharp glance directed toward Bern and his companions.

Seeing Bern hesitate, Alses practically pleaded, bowing his head.

“This mission is huge—everyone in the guild is watching. If we manage to shine here, those who doubted us will finally shut their mouths. I’ll make it worth your while, I promise.”

Bern let the silence linger for a moment before letting out a faint chuckle.

“How much are you offering?”

Alses’s eyes lit up.

“So, you do have something useful?”

“That depends on the price.”

“Ah, you’ve got a mercenary streak, don’t you?”

“Is there an adventurer who doesn’t love money?”

“Well, no, but you don’t seem like the type to care about it much.”

“That’s a misunderstanding. I’m quite fond of money.”

“Hah.”

Alses hesitated for a moment, then pulled a heavy pouch of gold coins from his bag and handed it over. 

The weight and the glint of gold visible through the opening made Bern raise an eyebrow.

“You’re generous.”

“Reputation brings money, but losing it takes both away. Such is the life of an adventurer. Consider it an investment.”

After weighing the pouch in his hand, Bern leaned closer and lowered his voice.

“If you encounter the lich’s disciples, watch out for their black orbs.”

“Orbs?”

“They’re about this size,” Bern said, gesturing with his hands, “and look like lumps of oil.”

Alses’s eyes glimmered with curiosity.

“Go on.”

“During the interrogation, one of those orbs suddenly transformed into a blade and pierced the kidnapper. I barely managed to get a few words out of him with healing magic before he died. If not for that, we might not have even learned the lich was behind everything.”

“And the man executed in the lord’s domain?”

“I struck a deal with the lord. In exchange for additional rewards, they agreed to claim they handled the culprit. They probably substituted him with a random convict.”

“Hmm, that sounds like something that lord would do. Anything else?”

“Only the location of his temporary hideout, which we’ve already searched. There’s nothing more to gain from it.”

Alses nodded, his expression thoughtful.

“Understood. I’ll make sure my team is cautious of those orbs. Has anyone else been told about this?”

“Unfortunately, I haven’t encountered anyone else as generous as you.”

“Haha! You’ve got quite the entrepreneurial spirit! Very well, I trust you.”

Laughing heartily, Alses returned to his team.

Bern watched his retreating figure for a moment before heading back to his own carriage.

In the shadows, a voice spoke.

[What are you scheming, Bern?]

Bern evaded the question.

“People are easiest to deceive when they think they’re the ones doing the deceiving. I should be cautious too.”

***

Meanwhile, elsewhere, Blanca was having a rather uncomfortable encounter.

“Um, about last time… I’m sorry. I think I went too far…”

The voice of her former companion trailed off into an almost inaudible mumble.

Blanca’s response was icy.

“Karina. Stop doing things that don’t suit you.”

Karina flinched, her body trembling, but she didn’t leave. 

She lingered nervously, casting glances at Blanca.

Blanca sighed, already knowing why Karina’s demeanor had changed so drastically.

Karina’s party, once comprised of five members, had lost two after a failed ambush against Bern. 

Those two had retired outright, leaving the remaining members to fend for themselves.

The result was predictable: their combat strength plummeted, and their reputation sank even lower. 

No skilled adventurer wanted to associate with a party that had been humiliated by a single second-class adventurer.

Blanca folded her arms and studied the group behind Karina—a bearded warrior and a nervous healer. 

Both avoided her gaze, clearly ashamed.

Nearby, Lenya erupted with indignation.

“How dare you show your faces here! Sister, don’t waste your time with them!”

“Please, I’m begging you! I got carried away before, but I’ve realized my mistake. Just one more chance…”

“If you wanted to apologize, you should’ve done it sooner! Disappearing until you had no other options? Shameless!”

Karina shrank back, unable to argue, while Blanca silently observed the pathetic scene.

For a moment, she wondered what Bern would say in her position.

Then she smiled.

“Do what you want, Blanca. Isn’t that what it means to be an adventurer?”


The memory of Bern’s words—spoken or imagined—echoed in her mind.

Finally, Blanca spoke.

“Let me ask you one thing. Answer honestly. If you try to dodge the question or lie, I can’t guarantee what will happen, Karina.”

Karina swallowed nervously.

“…F-fine. What is it?”

Blanca’s gaze was piercing.

“Why have you always treated me like a thorn in your side?”

Karina hesitated, her lips trembling.

But perhaps the pressure Blanca had applied earlier had worked, as she eventually squeezed her eyes shut and muttered,

“…Out of jealousy.”

“What?” Blanca blinked, unsure if she’d heard correctly.

“I said it was out of jealousy!” Karina burst out.

“Do you know how hard I had to fight just to get here? I was sold off for a handful of coins and nearly spent my life trapped in a brothel. The only reason I escaped was by clawing my way through and currying favor with a mage client! All I earned from that was a measly beginner spell, and I had to use it to become a mage myself.

“But you—”

Karina’s voice cracked, tears pooling in her eyes.

“You were taught step by step by your mother. You even carry a staff that most nobles couldn’t dream of obtaining, and you cast spells like it’s nothing!”

Blanca glanced around reflexively, ensuring no one else was within earshot.

She let out a small sigh of relief when she saw they were alone.

“…If that’s how you felt, why didn’t you just say so earlier?”

Blanca almost let the words slip but stopped herself.

It wasn’t something Karina could have easily confessed unless she was cornered like now.

Blanca also realized she hadn’t shown much interest in her teammates’ personal struggles back then.

Back then, her party members were just a means to an end: rescuing her mother.

Blanca’s expression softened as she turned to Karina.

“It’s fine.”

“What?” Karina looked up, confused.

“I said it’s fine. I’ve heard you out, and I’m not going to hold it against you. I won’t seek revenge or anything like that, so stop shrinking into yourself and acting all guilty, okay?”

Karina’s face, which had been on the verge of tears, brightened.

She glanced between Blanca and the other party members standing behind her.

Then, after bowing several times to Blanca, she turned and hurried away.

“You’re quite generous, ma’am,” one of the party members remarked.

“She admitted she was jealous and acted out despite knowing the circumstances of your struggle to rescue your mother.”

“Who knows,” Blanca muttered.

She couldn’t begin to imagine what Karina might have thought upon learning about her mother’s sacrifices, especially after enduring her own parents’ betrayal.

Honestly, she didn’t want to imagine it.

It wasn’t a matter of comparing whose pain was greater.

“Whatever. If she’s stopped beating herself up, she can focus on being useful. That’s enough for me.”


Even if the party balance had become somewhat unstable, Karina’s ice magic was incredibly effective in group battles.

With their current quest involving collaboration with another party, any gaps in their formation could likely be covered.

Muttering excuses to herself as if trying to justify her decision, Blanca turned her focus back to the task at hand.

***

A few days later, at the entrance to the lich’s dungeon, an elderly man with a commanding presence addressed the group solemnly.

“Everyone’s here. Let’s begin the operation.”



 
  Chapter 27: New Adventurer Bern (25)-Dungeon


Among the adventurers who joined the hunt for the Lich, there were many whose pride soared to the heavens.

Even a third-class adventurer was considered elite among their peers, and a fourth-class adventurer was a prized talent sought after even beyond the guilds.

While the nobility of the Birka Kingdom were notorious for their corruption, adventurers of this caliber were often treated as quasi-knights by other powers. 

They were well aware of their worth, so it was natural for them to carry themselves with stiff-necked pride.

But in this moment, before the man who appeared in the square, even these prideful adventurers held their tongues and bowed their heads in respect.

It was none other than Tarbon, the Guild Master.

The leader of the Adventurers’ Guild of the Birka Kingdom, the guild’s sole fifth-class adventurer, and a man who had completed countless commissions.

In rank, experience, and skill, he was a leader who commanded absolute authority, and even the roughest adventurers paid him their due reverence.

“I’ll keep it short,” Tarbon said, his tone devoid of flair or pretense. 

“Standing here and prattling on is a fool’s errand. Here’s the plan.”

The adventurers listened intently, their attention drawn to the stark directness of his words.

“Sending too many people into a narrow dungeon won’t help. Instead, we’ll divide into teams.”

Agents wearing black armbands stepped forward, carrying lists and leather pouches. 

They distributed armbands to the adventurers, each in one of three colors: red, blue, or yellow.

“Those with red and blue armbands will form the assault teams. The two groups will alternate between resting and fighting as they progress through the dungeon. Those with yellow armbands will stay in the rear, securing the retreat path and rescuing the assault teams if necessary.”

Cheers erupted from the adventurers with red and blue armbands, while those with yellow armbands grimaced or scowled in frustration.

This was a large-scale mission, one that might not happen again for decades, and a chance to become a legend in the adventuring world. 

Being relegated to the rear guard didn’t sit well with them.

Had the order not come directly from the Guild Master, there would have been an uproar.

Fortunately for Bern and his comrades, they received blue armbands.

As the combined force of red and blue teams, roughly eighty adventurers, entered the dungeon, the space quickly felt cramped despite its considerable size.

“The red team will take the lead,” Tarbon ordered, “and the blue team will follow at a distance where they can still see the red team.”

The adventurers adjusted their pace, the red team surging ahead while the blue team fell back slightly to widen the gap.

Moments later—

“Undead ahead!”

“Prepare for battle!”

Voices from the red team rang out. 

Some blue team members instinctively moved forward, but Tarbon stopped them with a sharp command.

“We can’t all fight at once in such a confined space. Save your strength. Your turn will come soon enough.”

Though some blue team members grumbled, Bern nodded in agreement.

While splitting forces in combat was often considered foolish, there were exceptions.

In a dungeon where the depth and enemy strength were unknown, conserving energy by alternating between combat and rest made sense. 

Moreover, as Tarbon had pointed out, there simply wasn’t enough room for everyone to fight simultaneously.

Watching the battle unfold, Bern noted that the red team handled the undead with relative ease.

“Ha! So much for a Lich’s dungeon,” one adventurer scoffed.

“No, we’re just that strong,” another replied with a grin. 

“Honestly, with this lineup, we could crush most armies. Look at how many knights we’ve got.”

Though their clothes were dirtied and minor cuts marred their skin, none of them were seriously injured or exhausted. 

They even had the energy to exchange lighthearted banter.

Tarbon signaled for a change of roles.

“Well done. The blue team will take the lead now. The red team, fall back and follow.”

With the teams switching places, it was the blue team’s turn to face the undead blocking their path.

Blanca’s performance was particularly exceptional.


	Fwoosh!



Every time she unleashed the intermediate fire spell Burning Stone, the undead in her path went up in flames like dry kindling.

Though she fought like a textbook mage rather than employing the magic swordsman tactics she had practiced with Bern, her impact was undeniable. 

Blanca single-handedly annihilated over half the enemies.

The other adventurers, especially the mages, were left in awe.

“She’s firing off intermediate spells like they’re nothing.”

“How much mana does she even have?”

Even among the third- and fourth-class mages in their group, none could match Blanca’s raw firepower. 

While most conserved their mana for the upcoming battle with the Lich, Blanca seemed to wield hers without restraint, casting spell after spell.

Her display drew the attention of Tarbon, who approached her directly.

“You’re pushing yourself pretty hard already. Are you sure you’re fine?”

Blanca nodded. 

“I’m fine.”

“How long can you keep this up?”

“For battles like this, over ten times.”

In truth, Blanca could probably fight a hundred such battles, but she deliberately downplayed her abilities. 

The existence of her Ring of Absorption, which allowed her to recover mana during combat, was a secret. 

She also heeded Bern’s advice to keep her full strength hidden as a precaution.

Tarbon considered her words before giving his next order.

“The blue team will continue at the forefront without switching. Anyone who needs to rest, step back now.”

None of the blue team adventurers retreated. 

With the undead burning away before they could even swing their weapons, they had plenty of energy to spare.


	Grrr…


	Boom!



With Blanca’s overwhelming firepower leading the way, the party advanced swiftly.

Eventually, they came to a fork in the path with three branches: left, center, and right.

Blanca narrowed her eyes at the sight. Something about the layout felt oddly familiar, almost like destiny.

“I’ll check it out,” said Lenya, who, along with a few other scouts, carefully ventured down each path.

It didn’t take long for them to return with their findings.

“To the left is a large chamber filled with undead and other monsters.”

“In the center is a massive door. No handles or keyholes—looks like it needs magic or some mechanism to open.”

“To the right, there’s a cage full of civilians. The floor beneath them has some glowing pattern—it looks like something’s about to happen any moment!”

All eyes turned to the scout who had gone right.

Compared to the other two reports, this one screamed urgency.

Tarbon frowned.

“Civilians and a suspicious pattern. Anything else? Guards?”

“There were about ten people in robes chanting something around the cage. I couldn’t make out the details.”

“We have to rescue them!”

A voice rose from within the blue team.

It was Alses Bertria, a fourth-class adventurer from the eastern branch and a senior to Bern’s group. 

His expression was grave as he pleaded his case.


“These are innocent civilians. If they’re already dead, then fine, but if they’re alive, we must save them!”

“Our mission is to eliminate the Lich. You know that, right?” Tarbon replied.

“If the ritual finishes, who knows what kind of power the Lich will gain? Both morally and strategically, we must rescue those victims!”

Voices of agreement spread among the adventurers.

“We can’t waste time! If they complete the ritual, it’s over!”

“We’re not like those noble scum. We can’t abandon people!”

As Tarbon hesitated, lost in thought, Bern stepped forward.

“I’ll go.”

Tarbon’s gaze sharpened.

“Acting recklessly won’t be tolerated.”

“If you try to stop me, I’ll go anyway. I’m only asking for permission as a courtesy.”

Tarbon’s expression hardened as he weighed his options.

Before he could decide, Alses shouted urgently.

“It’s not possible! There are too many enemies—how can we send only Bern out there?”

“Then are you going to go with him?”

The guild master’s disinterested retort made Alses grit his teeth.

After exchanging glances with his comrades, Alses reluctantly shouted, “Fine! Our party will go with him!”

“It’s settled then. Bern’s party and Alses’ party will go together—”

“No, I’ll be enough on my own.”

Bern and the guild master’s eyes met.

Before the guild master could say anything, Bern turned and ran down the path on the right. Alses’ party, alarmed, quickly followed after him.

At the end of the forked path lay the exact scene Lenya had described.

Humans caged like animals, surrounded by robed figures chanting suspicious spells.

Schwip!

A single swing of Bern’s blade silenced one of the robed figures before they could even scream.

However, despite their fallen comrade, the rest of the robed figures continued their incantations, unmoved.

Even the prisoners in the cages showed no reaction to Bern’s arrival, staring blankly into space.

Bern inspected the figure he had just slain.

Underneath the robe wasn’t a mage, but an undead—cold and lifeless.

The next moment, Bern’s vision distorted as his body was forcibly transported elsewhere.

A trap—a forced teleportation spell.

Shrouded in impenetrable darkness, Bern suddenly found himself under attack.

A blade cut through the air toward him, but Bern, unperturbed, blocked the strike and repositioned himself.

From the darkness, someone clicked their tongue and retreated to create distance.

The precise, confident movements of his unseen attacker suggested they had a way to see through the darkness.

Amidst the silent malice closing in on him, Bern spoke.

“What a strange feeling. I anticipated this, yet I still hoped I’d be wrong.”

There was no response, but Bern noticed the faint ripple of unease among his hidden foes.

“Isn’t it time for you to speak up? An adventurer of the Eastern Branch, Grade 4. No, more accurately, the lich’s apprentice—Alses Bertria and his comrades.”

After a moment of silence, a voice dripping with irritation replied, “…Damn it. I thought maybe, just maybe, but you’ve figured it all out, haven’t you?”

Though his face was hidden in the darkness, Bern recognized the voice and tone—it was unmistakably Alses.

“When did you start suspecting me?” Alses asked.

“I wasn’t sure at first. But when I heard how you handled things in Prensia, I found it… peculiar,” Bern replied calmly.

“I let it slide that you might not know about sleep magic, given you’re not a mage. But there are drugs capable of forcing someone to sleep, and yet you didn’t investigate any of those possibilities.”

Bern continued, “And the joint night watch you proposed—something that failed, remember? If you were going to organize such a watch, you should’ve assigned multiple people at the same time to monitor each other. Instead, you deliberately created vulnerabilities, spreading distrust among the city and complicating efforts to catch the culprit.”

“You claimed you withdrew from the request because incompetent people holding onto it would only cause harm, but in truth, you wanted to deceive the guild by roping others in. Pretending to help capture the culprit while secretly obstructing the investigation—misleading people with incorrect conclusions—led to new adventurers repeatedly failing, forcing the guild to abandon the request altogether.”

Alses’ voice grew irritated.

“Ha! So, you saw through everything from the start. And yet you acted all clueless and naive in front of me?”

Bern replied in a cold, condescending tone.

“Not quite divine insight, but close enough.”

The bloodlust in the air thickened.

“You smug bastard,” Alses sneered.

“That calm, all-knowing face of yours—it pissed me off from the very first time I saw it. But your overconfidence will be your downfall.”

A twisted smile crossed Alses’ lips.

“You must’ve known this was a trap, yet you still walked into it, thinking you could handle it all on your own. Thanks to you, a trap meant for dozens of adventurers has been wasted on just one. But no matter—you’ve still fallen into a trap designed to kill dozens of adventurers.”

Footsteps echoed.

A beast growled low.

The clatter of bones striking against each other rang out.

“I’ll tear you apart. Then I’ll parade your severed head before your comrades. Although, for all I know, my other apprentices might’ve already taken care of them.”

Bern didn’t respond.

Alses smirked, confident he had finally stripped Bern of his composure.

Thwack!

Suddenly, Alses’ head was smashed into the ground by a hand gripping the back of his skull.

“@#%)$!?”

Confusion, shock, and fear consumed him.


Bern’s voice pierced through the chaos in Alses’ mind.

“Ah, my apologies. Using violence mid-conversation is rather barbaric, but it just… slipped out.”

His voice was no longer calm and polite, but commanding and authoritative.

“You, however, will be an exception. I’ll spare you until I’ve dealt with your comrades. You won’t die, no matter what I do to you, so feel free to struggle as much as you like.”

Bern’s tone grew colder.

“When the time comes, answer my questions properly, accurately, and quickly. If not…”

He leaned closer, his presence suffocating.

“I’ll make sure your punishment is the same as what I’ll do to your friends.”



 
  Chapter 28: New Adventurer Bern (26)-Like or Dislike


Alses had always admired adventurers.

He dreamed of a life where he could fearlessly plunge into the unknown in search of romance and treasure, gather around a campfire with comrades to share memories, and solve problems for those in need with ease.

But his father, a retired soldier, scolded him for such foolish dreams.

“Adventurers may look glamorous on the outside, but it’s not a real profession,” his father would say. 

“It’s far more stable to be hired as a soldier somewhere. And if you want to aim higher, you’d be better off enduring hardship and begging a knight to take you in as a squire.”

Like any hot-blooded son, Alses rebelled against his father’s words.

He left home and became an adventurer. 

With his outstanding talent, he quickly rose through the ranks, amassing a fortune that ordinary people could only dream of and earning the prestigious title of a branch leader.

But that was as far as his dream took him.

The skills that once seemed capable of taking him to the top eventually stagnated, and soon, his growth stopped entirely.

Though he made good money, when he factored in the need to save enough for his retirement during his brief prime, it wasn’t as abundant as it seemed.

Yet, the thing that filled Alses with the most despair and rage was realizing that the reputation he thought he had built was nothing more than a shallow evaluation within a small pond.

Being a Rank 4 adventurer, being the leader of a branch—none of it meant anything to the nobles. 

To them, Alses was merely a “useful commoner.”

He would never forget the noble’s reaction when he dared to ask for knighthood.

A look of sheer contempt and disbelief.

The expression of someone who had just heard an absurdly outrageous request.

Alses seethed with anger but could not dare to express it.

Because standing beside that noble was a knight.

Even if they were both Rank 4, even if they could both wield aura, that did not make an adventurer equal to a knight.

A knight was someone who had undergone systematic training since childhood, who had built their body with the best nutrition, and who had inherited their family’s secret techniques in martial arts.

Even if their levels seemed similar, the difference in refinement made victory impossible.

And even if, by some miracle, Alses managed to defeat a knight—then what?

What about the other knights and soldiers under that noble’s command?

What if the enraged noble families of Virca rose up together to punish the commoner who dared to raise his blade against nobility?

Alses was no longer a naive boy who chased dreams without a plan.

He was an adult.

And as an adult, he made a rational decision.

His pride was crushed, but in return, he gained safety and stability.

From then on, Alses continued to make “rational decisions.”

He ignored a noblewoman’s plea to save her kidnapped daughter—after all, the culprit was the son of a noble family.

He turned his back on the villagers who begged him to stay and protect them—because they couldn’t afford to offer enough compensation.

When an assignment that seemed simple led him to face a lich, he begged for his life instead of foolishly playing the hero.

And when that lich took him in as a disciple rather than an enemy, Alses did not feel the slightest guilt.

After all, an adventurer’s job had nothing to do with honor.

There was nothing to betray when there was nothing to protect.

***

One day, news reached his ears.

“Hey, Alses, did you hear? That mage Blanca—her staff broke, and she fell into ruin. Got kicked out of her party, drowning in debt. I hear she might end up working as a guild receptionist soon.”

“That so?” 

Alses chuckled. 

“Well, being a receptionist is more stable than being an adventurer. Better than dying out there in some back alley.”

In truth, Alses had no significant connection with Blanca.

But it had always bothered him that she relentlessly pursued the goal of slaying the lich—his master.

He had even considered taking care of her himself one day.

Now, however, the problem had solved itself.

He raised his drink in celebration.

And yet—

***

A strange young man appeared and upended everything.

“Prenzia seems to have terrible security. Armed thugs keep attacking me, so I had no choice but to use a little self-defense. My lord, you should be careful too.”

A madman who had no hesitation in provoking the lord of the region—a noble who was virtually a king in his own territory.

A monster who toyed with Sir Gudrun, a knight Alses couldn’t guarantee victory against even if he fought with all his might.

Bern.

That red-haired adventurer resolved the Prenzia incident before Alses could even interfere. 

Not only that—he managed to stir the entire Adventurers’ Guild into action.

The ruined mage Alses had written off as finished was suddenly displaying monstrous power at Bern’s side.

And people—without hesitation—began comparing the seasoned Alses with this rookie who hadn’t even been an adventurer for a year.

Outwardly, Alses feigned generosity, playing the role of a wise senior welcoming a promising newcomer.

But inside, he was seething.

That strength.

That reckless defiance.

That foolish willingness to chase a naive dream.

Bern was everything Alses had once wanted to be.

No.

Someone like that shouldn’t exist.

An adventurer like something out of a fairy tale had no place in reality.

Because if he was real, then Alses—who had compromised—was nothing more than a loser.

For both practical and emotional reasons, Alses had to kill Bern.

He had to.

***

SLASH!

THUD!

BOOM!

The sight before him made Alses gape in disbelief.

“What… am I looking at?”

With every swing of Bern’s sword, monsters tougher than steel were sliced apart like straw.

Alses’ tank, who could withstand the charge of a beast-infested boar, was sent flying with a single kick from Bern.

The archer who shot poison-laced arrows had his own arrow returned—piercing his throat.

A skeleton mage’s curse struck nothing but the ground Bern had already left.

A slime that could corrode steel was obliterated simply by the force of Bern’s blade.


“This… this is insane…!”

In this magically darkened chamber, where even an inch ahead should have been invisible—

Bern was effortlessly dodging, blocking, and countering hundreds of undead surrounding him.

If Bern had simply unleashed overwhelming aura or magical attacks, Alses wouldn’t have been this shocked.

But he wasn’t.

His sword was only enhanced by mana.

He had no magic armor reinforcing his body.

That meant—Bern was still only Rank 4.

Just like Alses.

And yet, with nothing but skill, he was tearing through an army in this disadvantageous battlefield.

***

“No. No. NO! This is ridiculous!”

With bloodshot eyes, Alses pulled out a black orb from his chest.

The “Disciple’s Mark” his master had given him exuded ominous energy, sinking into his body.

CRACK! 

SNAP! 

TEAR!

His muscles bulged, veins surfacing like spiderwebs across his skin.

Blood seeped from overstrained flesh, but Alses—driven by rage—did not care.

BOOM!

A single leap left a crater in the stone floor as he lunged at Bern.

With everything he had, he swung his sword.

CLANG!

For the first time since the battle began—

Bern was forced back.

Elated, Alses roared and swung again.

He wouldn’t stop.

Not until that dreamlike adventurer was erased from reality.

“What exactly did I do wrong?! I did what I had to do to survive! To gain even the slightest advantage, I cooperated with the lich—what the hell is so wrong about that?!”

“Restraint?!”

Was it because the lich’s magic had seeped not only into his body but also into his brain?

Alses spewed out words without even knowing why, as if he were vomiting out years of pent-up resentment.

Despite his sudden outburst, Bern remained unfazed. He moved his sword with steady precision, blocking every strike with ease.

“Have you ever seen the same people who once begged on their knees, pleading for you to protect their village from monsters, suddenly turn their backs when the crisis is over—just to avoid paying your fee?!”

“Have you ever fought against a criminal syndicate to help a boy retrieve his parents’ heirlooms, only for him to vanish without a single word of thanks?!”

“Have you ever followed a treasure map, given to you by an experienced adventurer who swore you were the only one capable, only to be led into a trap that nearly cost you your life and everything you owned?!”

“Have you ever dueled for a noblewoman who wept, claiming she would rather die than be forced to marry a scoundrel—only to later hear from her own lips that ‘that filthy adventurer tried to force himself on me’?!

With a furious cry, Alses’s blade finally grazed Bern’s body.

Blood trickled down, but before it could even reach the ground, it shimmered and dispersed into particles of light. 

Yet, no one present noticed.

“Speaking of romance and dreams will only get you crushed by cold reality! No matter how much you chase adventure, you’ll only end up being used by scavengers! And you—do you really think you’ll be any different?!”

The more Alses attacked, the more wounds appeared on Bern’s body.

Seeing this, Alses’s eyes gleamed with excitement and satisfaction.

Yes. 

This red-haired adventurer was just like the rest.

No matter how skilled, no matter how special he seemed, he was still just another pawn who would inevitably crumble before the world’s cruel injustices.

He was just like Alses—

“Hmph. Are you finished?”

The world spun.

Before Alses could react, his body flipped through the air, and with a loud crash, he was slammed into the ground.

Bern had redirected his attack in a movement as fluid as a sword-based martial throw.

As Alses struggled to rise, Bern’s boot came down, crushing his ankle with a sickening crunch.

A beast-like scream tore from Alses’s throat.

And only then did he realize—

No one else was making a sound.

A chilling thought crossed his mind.

No. 

That couldn’t be.

It was impossible.

Desperately clinging to denial, Alses forced himself to think, but Bern’s cold voice cut through the silence.

“I told you, didn’t I? You won’t die. At least not until the very end.”

Alses blinked in a daze.

Even the pain in his ankle felt distant as he finally took in his surroundings.

Only Bern stood in the darkness.

Everyone else—every single person, including Alses himself—lay sprawled across the ground, motionless.

Bern hadn’t taken wounds because he was overwhelmed.

No.

He had simply allowed a few openings while he exterminated every other opponent.

Gazing down at the utterly defeated Alses, Bern spoke again.

“I understand you’ve been through a lot in your life. But why, exactly, did you decide to pour all of that out in the middle of a fight?”

“I suppose it happens when people get too emotional. And honestly, I don’t even think you’re a bad person.”

Alses gaped at him in shock.

He had never expected to hear anything remotely close to acknowledgment from Bern’s lips.

“It’s hard to chase dreams—to run toward an impossible goal. At the end of the day, your life is your own, and if you chose to give up, who am I to judge?”

Bern chuckled, shaking his head.

“But that’s not why we’re enemies right now.”

Alses hesitated.

“…Then why?”

“Personal preference.”

Without a moment’s pause, Bern declared it plainly.

Alses fell silent.

Bern continued, as if the answer were obvious.

“Between someone who gave up and someone who refuses to—despite being mocked and ridiculed—it’s clear which one I prefer.”

A deep silence settled over them.

Alses opened his mouth, then let out a breathless chuckle.

“I misjudged you. I thought you were some noble hero out of a fairy tale. Turns out, you’re just an arrogant bastard.”

“Feel free to call it humanity. I’ll take it as a compliment.” 

Bern smirked. 

“Now then, are you ready?”

“Ready?”

Bern flicked his blade toward a nearby corpse.

Or rather, what was left of it.

A dismembered undead body, with only a torso remaining.

“You’re going to answer my questions. Clearly, accurately, and with the utmost politeness. Otherwise…”

His voice was calm, almost casual.

“…I’ll test every single thing I’ve done to your friends on your body instead.”

A shiver ran down Alses’s spine.

Bern’s tone was so composed, so relaxed—


And that made it all the more terrifying.

“Now then, let’s start with the first question. No, actually, let me rephrase that.”

“Where are the kidnapped victims?”

Darkness swallowed everything.

And Bern’s cold, merciless eyes gleamed within it.



 
  Chapter 29: New Adventurer Bern (27)- Richie


At the moment when Bern deliberately fell into the trap, he was instead crushing the waiting troops.

“Adventurers, halt your movements! Anyone who resists will be considered a servant of the Lich!”

With the guild master’s declaration, the black-armband agents, who had previously been focused solely on keeping the adventurers in check, suddenly lunged at several parties.

The Guild Guard—not adventurers who moved by request, but a force that represented the guild’s will itself.

As the guild’s blades struck swiftly to suppress the adventurers, they could barely resist before they were thrown to the ground.

Among the dozen or so who had been captured, one of them screamed, veins bulging on his neck.

“What the hell is this!? Have the guild bastards lost their minds!?”

“You’re the ones who have lost their minds. Did you think you’d be treated kindly as mere servants of the Lich?”

“What kind of bullshit is that!?”

“The Lich’s captured disciples have already confessed everything. There’s no point pretending ignorance now.”

At the guild master’s words, the eyes of the captured adventurers wavered violently, while the surrounding adventurers watched them in shock and suspicion.

Of course, the guild master had twisted the truth just slightly.

It was true that the disciples captured by Bern had confessed everything they knew. 

However, that didn’t mean they were aware of every single spy.

Thus, the guild pretended to be unaware of the spies, pushing forward with a large-scale purge while secretly investigating key adventurers.

By the time they had entered the dungeon, about seventy percent of the classification work had been completed. 

The reactions to the trap just now filled in another twenty percent.

That left only ten percent.

To obtain that last piece of certainty, the guild master bluffed—acting as if he already knew everything.

And the weight of the guild master’s title was enough to make the traitors believe the lie.

“Damn it!! Kill them all!!”

One of the captured adventurers roared. 

At that moment, dark, ominous mana surged from his body, blasting away the black-armband agents.

Other adventurers also unleashed their own black mana, preparing for battle once more.

They immediately attacked the surrounding adventurers without hesitation, and it was only then that the others realized—these people were truly the Lich’s minions.

Clang!

Thud!

“W-What’s with their strength!?”

The adventurers who clashed swords with the traitors were horrified.

Every adventurer here had basic bodily reinforcement through mana. 

Yet, the traitors, clad in dark energy, easily overpowered them.

A black orb in their possession continuously emitted an ominous aura, further enhancing their strength and mana.

Had they ambushed them in a moment of vulnerability—when the trap was sprung or during an intense battle—the casualties would have been catastrophic.

But now was not such a moment.

Thud.

In an instant, the guild master had closed the distance.

With a single, effortless slash, the head of a warrior—who had just displayed overwhelming brute strength—flew into the air.

The traitors panicked and turned their blades toward the guild master, but he continued his assault with an almost indifferent expression.

Slash!

The guild master’s sword cut through everything in its path.

Not in a figurative sense—but literally.

Blades shattered when they clashed against his. 

Shields and the men holding them were split in half with a single stroke.

Just as a martial artist of the fourth tier could easily overwhelm those below, the guild master—who had reached the fifth tier—cut through the traitors as if slicing through tofu.

Seeing this, the enemy mages prepared to cast large-scale spells, even at the cost of hitting their own allies.

But that, too, was futile.

Fwoosh!

“Ugh!?”

A basic fire spell—a mere spell to ignite wood—flew toward their faces.

Though weak in power, even seasoned mages struggled to calmly cast magic when flames were hurtling toward their vital points.

While the other mages hesitated due to the chaotic battlefield, Blanca attacked without hesitation.

Her pinpoint strikes took down the enemy spellcasters one by one.

Having trained countless times with Bern, she found this level of chaos to be no obstacle at all.

With the warriors’ formation crumbling under the guild master’s blade and the mages unable to act due to Blanca’s suppression—the battle was over.

From the beginning, the traitors had relied on temporary power boosts to make up for their disadvantages.

Now that even that had failed, they had no chance of victory.

Once subdued, the guild master attempted to extract information about the Lich or the kidnapped victims.

But it was in vain.

Without warning, the black orbs in the traitors’ possession sprouted countless spikes, impaling their bodies instantly.

“…Looks like someone is watching from somewhere.”

Clicking his tongue, the guild master scanned the dungeon warily before turning to Blanca, lowering his head slightly.

“Thank you. We were able to purge the infection with minimal losses because of you. However… about your comrade—”

His words trailed off.

Bern had volunteered to be bait, and the guild master had agreed to it. 

But the situation had taken an unfortunate turn.

Had it been a simple ambush or physical trap, they could have sent a rescue team immediately.

But a spatial displacement trap was a different story.

There was no guarantee that following Bern would lead them to the same place. 

In the worst-case scenario, every rescuer could be lost as well.

Even the guild master was frustrated by this situation. 

However, as the leader of all the adventurers here, he had a duty to ensure the safety of the entire team.

A reckless rescue operation was simply not an option.

Blanca bit her lip, then spoke.

“It’s fine. Bern will be fine. For now, we need to move quickly—before the Lich comes up with another plan.”

She desperately wanted to follow Bern immediately.

But before entering the dungeon, Bern himself had told her:

“No matter what happens, don’t worry about me. Just focus on clearing the dungeon.”

Blanca chose to trust his judgment over her own emotions.

“…Understood. I’ll make sure you’re properly rewarded later.”


Then, the guild master turned to the adventurers and shouted.

“From this point forward, we pick up the pace! I’ll take the lead—follow me!”

With no need to guard the rear anymore, the guild master moved to the front and began carving a path forward.

Among the remaining routes, they left a team behind to monitor the massive central door—one whose opening mechanism was still unknown.

The rest of the adventurers pushed forward through the left path—one they knew was crawling with enemies.

The undead blocking their way were powerful, but the adventurers were stronger.

The traps were vicious, but not enough to shake the composure of veteran adventurers.

As they advanced deeper into the dungeon, their eyes gleamed with anticipation.

‘Our stamina and mana are still holding up. We can make it all the way through!’

‘The Lich is estimated to be fifth tier. Stronger in its own lair, sure—but we have the guild master. We can win!’

‘The fact that one of our own turned traitor was unexpected… but this is an opportunity. If our party fills that vacant rank—’

Gone were the cautious and risk-averse adventurers.

Even if their motivations were self-serving, at this moment, they were charging forward into the unknown—seeking adventure.

Just like the heroes sung about in bardic tales.

Yet, they should never forget…

The reason heroes are remembered in legends… is because so many die before they can earn the title.

“…How noisy you all are.”

A low voice murmured.

Neither angry nor resentful—just a quiet observation.

But the moment the adventurers heard it, a chill ran down their spines.

Because that small, murmuring voice—

sounded as if it was whispered directly into their ears.

Ssssssk.

Front, back, left, and right.

Without warning, a poisonous purple mist began seeping from every corner of the dungeon.

The guild master narrowed his eyes and shouted.

“Magicians! Push back the mist! Warriors, step back—don’t let it touch your skin!”

Flames and gusts of wind shot from the magicians’ hands, momentarily halting the spread of the mist.

Seizing the opportunity, Blanca unleashed a relentless barrage of Burning Boulder Magic in the direction where she sensed intense magical energy beyond the fog.

Boom!

Kwa-gwa-gwang!

“…Hooh.”

Through the wavering mist, the dungeon’s master revealed himself.

Blanca swallowed hard.

The one who had invaded her hometown when she was a child.

The deathly magician who had taken her precious family from her now gazed at her with amused, gleaming eyes.

Just as Blanca had grown from a powerless girl into an adult, the lich’s appearance had also changed.

His once pale-white bones had turned a faint shade of purple, and his formerly human skull had twisted into something grotesque, sprouting horn-like protrusions.

Before Mortius Barmor, the Lich, could utter a word, the guild master lunged at him.

A seasoned adventurer like him knew better than to give a magician time to act.

The knight clad in black energy beside the lich was concerning, but the guild master ignored him.

After all, mere sword energy could never stop the aura he wielded.

Clang!

Yet, as if to refute his certainty, the guild master’s sword was blocked by the death knight’s blade.

A grimace formed on the guild master’s face as he noticed the murky, oil-like magic clinging to the death knight’s weapon.

“…Damn it!”

It wasn’t a pure Rank Five Aura like his own, but rather a compressed sword energy, enhanced through some kind of magic.

The incomplete aura wavered and chipped each time their blades met, meaning he would soon overwhelm his opponent—but the lich had no intention of watching idly.

Two more death knights emerged from the thick purple mist behind the lich and charged at the guild master.

With multiple elite warriors attacking in unison, even he had no leeway to focus elsewhere.

“What the hell are these things?! My sword won’t cut through!”

“W-Wait, my arms and legs are going numb…!”

“Don’t breathe in the mist! It’s paralyzing us!!”

Meanwhile, the other adventurers, who should have been supporting the guild master, found themselves in dire straits as well.

The undead army accompanying the lich was stronger than before, and the poisonous mist severely restricted movement.

Only a handful of adventurers could expel the toxic energy from their bodies through internal reinforcement, but they were less than ten percent of the group.

Grit.

Blanca clenched her teeth.

The scene before her mirrored the nightmare of her past, erasing the last remnants of her composure.

—Fwoooosh!

A crimson wave of fire surged forward, erasing the purple mist.

The flames swept across the entire dungeon floor, displaying an overwhelming level of destructive power.

Half of the undead horde was incinerated in an instant, while the rest were swiftly cut down by the freed adventurers.

The rank-four warriors among them quickly rushed forward, pulling the death knights away from the guild master.

Though his body was now riddled with small wounds, the guild master wasted no time—this was his chance.

He sprinted toward the lich.

Mortius attempted to erect a barrier of bone to block the attack, but the guild master’s aura-infused blade sliced through it like tofu and closed in on him.

Shhk!

At last, the guild master’s sword slashed across the lich’s chest, shattering the core embedded within.

Feeling the certainty of his strike, the guild master declared victory in his heart, and the adventurers’ eyes lit with triumph.

“…You insignificant worms.”

A voice.

A voice that sent chills down their spines, as if it had been etched directly into the fabric of space.

The moment Blanca shuddered with unease, immense magical energy converged around the lich’s body.

Then—

A catastrophic explosion erupted.

Kwaaaaaaang!

Even from a distance, the surge of cursed energy and poisonous mist was overwhelming.

The guild master, now sprawled on the ground, convulsed as his skin darkened to a sickly black-blue hue—symptoms of severe poisoning.

“How unfortunate… how very unfortunate. Not only did I waste a portion of my sacrificial offerings, but I also lost my cherished heart.”

At the center of the explosion, the purple mist swirled once more, coalescing into a physical form.

An opulent robe.

A grotesque staff crafted from skulls and spinal bones.

A twisted skull, glowing with eerie blue flames.

The only thing missing was the lich’s heart—until a strange, pulsating artifact, brimming with powerful magic, shot from the depths of the dungeon and lodged itself into the empty cavity in his chest.

The resurrected lich, Mortius, turned to the fallen guild master and unleashed six black orbs.

The orbs flew straight to his heart, head, and limbs—transforming into a set of jet-black armor that tightly encased his body.

“Normally, I would tear your soul and flesh apart until nothing remained… but your skills have caught my interest. I shall grant you the honor of serving as my knight.”

Clank.

The guild master—or rather, the newly born Death Knight—dropped to one knee and swore fealty to the lich.

A different emotion flickered in the adventurers’ eyes.


No longer anger.

No longer greed.

Only raw, unfiltered fear.

Blanca shut her eyes tightly.

‘…Bern.’



 
  Chapter 30: New Adventurer Bern (28)-Intrusion


When was it, exactly?

Blanca had once entertained a peculiar thought about Bern.

“Could he have learned magic somewhere?”

Swordsmen, by nature, knew little about magic.

No, to be fair, even mages couldn’t claim to fully understand magic. 

Unless they had received systematic training under an established institution or a major power, most so-called “mages” among adventurers were self-taught, relying on a handful of spell scrolls. 

Some could only cast a single spell their entire lives—how could they claim to truly understand magic?

Blanca, at least, had been fortunate enough to learn directly from her mother, which made her more educated than most adventurers. 

Even so, Bern’s knowledge of magic was bizarrely vast, even from her perspective.

“This is something I happened to hear from a mage acquaintance of mine.”

Blanca had found that hard to believe. 

What kind of mage casually shared such advanced knowledge with an acquaintance? 

But she hadn’t pressed him about it.

After all, from the moment they formed their party, they had agreed not to question the origins of each other’s power or knowledge.

Besides, it was somewhat endearing to see Bern—a man who seemed to excel at everything—finally show a small gap in his otherwise flawless facade.

“Mana is deeply intertwined with an individual’s life experiences.”

At that moment, Blanca had genuinely worried if Bern had been tricked by some charlatan fortune-teller.

What he was saying sounded exactly like the kind of nonsense spouted by those in that particular trade.

Though she felt a certain fondness for Bern, she wasn’t blindly devoted to him. 

(Ironically, that was one of the reasons he liked her more.)

So she responded in a measured tone.

“Is that a metaphor?”

“No, I mean it literally. Do you remember what I said before? ‘A mage who constantly casts ice-based spells develops mana attuned to ice.’”

“Yes, I remember.”

“Then you must also recall that mages who acquire an affinity for a particular element find their effectiveness in other elements significantly reduced. In some cases, even attempting to use spells of a different attribute can weaken their primary magic.”

“Of course. That’s why most mages don’t even bother learning spells outside their primary element. There’s no point in learning magic they can’t effectively use.”

“But doesn’t that seem strange to you?”

Blanca tilted her head in confusion.

Bern rolled up his sleeve and began explaining.

“Let’s compare it to the human body. A man who has built up massive muscle and weight for strength-based combat would struggle with long-distance running. Even so, he would still outperform an average person, just not efficiently.”

“That’s because his training emphasized strength over endurance.”

“Exactly. But do you think that if such a man ran long-distance just once or twice, his muscles and body mass would suddenly shrink?”

“Well… no.”

Of course not. 

Unless he abandoned his primary training and focused solely on endurance for an extended period, his body wouldn’t change so drastically.

And that’s when Blanca finally understood what Bern was getting at.

“You’re saying that using a different element once or twice shouldn’t weaken a mage’s primary affinity? But… it does happen.”

“Yes. The question is: why?”

He leaned forward slightly, his voice steady and calm.

“The truth is, casting another elemental spell a few times doesn’t actually alter one’s mana in any significant way. The real issue is the mage’s perception.”

Bern’s words were delivered with the same certainty as someone stating that apples fall downward.

“Mana influences the physical world, but it is also heavily affected by the mind. Mages who constantly use the same attribute ascend to the fourth tier more easily because they’ve convinced themselves that they are ‘that kind of mage.’ Their conscious and subconscious choices, their habits, their combat strategies—everything revolves around their affinity. And so, their mana adapts to reflect that belief.”

That was why high-level mages often embodied the characteristics of their chosen element.

Fire mages were often temperamental and aggressive.

Ice mages tended to be cool-headed and analytical.

Earth mages were steadfast and reserved.

“Take Karina, for example. The former teammate of yours we met the other day—she’s still relatively new to the fourth tier, so the effect on her personality is minimal. But given enough time, she will start embodying her magic more and more. Only those who ascend even higher can break free from such limitations, and even then, it takes immense effort and time.”

Blanca stared at him, mouth slightly open.

She had never once considered that there might be a connection between magic affinity and a mage’s personality.

If what Bern was saying was true…

If she had abandoned all other magic to specialize in fire…

Would she have become as wild and unpredictable as flames themselves?

A tremor entered her voice.

“Then… the reason a mage’s effectiveness drops when they learn a new attribute is…?”

“Simply put, it’s a break in their immersion. Just like a guilty conscience makes a thief uneasy, a mage subconsciously believes that using another attribute will weaken their primary affinity. In extreme cases, just knowing another element exists in their repertoire can cause a decline in power.”

Bern went on to explain that true fourth-tier mages were the opposite.

Rather than being controlled by their mana, their personality, beliefs, and experiences actively shaped their mana’s properties.

“So if you ever come across a mage whose mana feels particularly unsettling, be careful. Chances are, their personality—and the means they use—are just as problematic.”

***


The moment the guild master transformed into a death knight, the adventurers turned to flee.

They knew they had no chance of victory, so they chose to retreat and regroup.

It was a reasonable tactical decision—except for one problem.

The mist.

At first, they thought it was just a paralyzing poison mixed into the air. 

They held their breath, attempting to break through.

Then they realized the horrifying truth.

Just a meter apart, standing within arm’s reach of their comrades—

They could no longer see them.

Nor could they hear them.

“Is anyone there?! Answer me!”

No response.

Blanca gritted her teeth.

“It’s not just mist. This purple fog itself is imbued with the lich’s mana!”

If she had to name it, it would be foggy—”Layered Mist of Confusion.”

The fog suppressed the senses and carried various curses through its dense particles.

『Paralysis Magic』

『Illusion Magic』

『Body-Chilling Magic』

Individually, these spells were minor hindrances.

But when combined and absorbed through the lungs, the effects became devastating.

The afflicted panicked, running blindly to escape unseen threats, only to collapse under the weight of the mist’s influence.


And once they fell…

The lich claimed them, rebirthing them as the undead.

Blanca coughed violently, feeling something toxic seep into her body.

Despite using both body-enhancement and healing magic, she didn’t know how long she could last.

With grim determination, she conjured a massive fireball.

BOOM!

Flames scorched the ground she had just passed, their heat scattering the mist.

She winced as the scorching air licked at her skin but continued, blasting more fireballs to carve out pockets of visibility.

Finally, her efforts bore fruit.

“Stay away! Stay away from me!”

“Agh! No! Please, someone, save me!”

Karina was wildly unleashing ice storms, her usual grace abandoned in sheer desperation.

Beside her, cowering on the ground, was Lenya—screaming as snowflakes landed on his head.

The sight was so absurd that Blanca’s eye twitched.

“Why do I always find these idiots instead of Bern?”

Suppressing a sigh, she blasted the nearby undead into ash before striding toward them.

The Lich’s Gambit

“Karina! Lenya! Snap out of it!!”

“Don’t come any closer!! Huh?”

“Big sister! Where have you been? I, Lenya, nearly succumbed to heartbreak thinking something terrible had happened to you!”

Blanca secured the dazed Karina and the ever-rambling Lenya, then continued moving forward, illuminating the path with the same method she had used earlier.

Karina spoke urgently.

“Do you even know where the exit is!?”

“It doesn’t matter. We won’t find it.”

Blanca’s voice was cold and unwavering.

“The adventurers who attempted to retreat had enough strength left, yet they still got lost in this fog. It’s thick enough to throw off even experienced dungeon raiders. We’re already deep inside—our chances of making it to the exit safely are slim. Worst case scenario, the exit is blocked or a trap awaits us.”

Karina’s face twisted with anxiety.

“Then what are we supposed to do?”

“We have to defeat the Lich.”

Karina recoiled.

“Don’t be ridiculous! Even when we all attacked together, we couldn’t win. And now, with our forces scattered, you want to charge in with just this group!?”

“Because we’re scattered, this is the perfect time.”

Blanca’s tone was resolute.

“We may have suffered a painful counterattack in the end, but our actions weren’t in vain. The Lich’s army has been significantly reduced, and most of the remaining forces are preoccupied with the scattered adventurers. The Lich has even died once already. He can’t have come back unscathed.”

The Guild Master hadn’t died in vain.

It might seem odd to use the word “died” for an undead like the Lich, but the Guild Master had indeed managed to kill him once.

The Lich had used an emergency resurrection to return, but if that kind of safeguard were so easily obtained, he wouldn’t have been so enraged at losing it.

“When he still believes he’s the hunter… when he thinks the adventurers have lost their will and are retreating in fear… That’s when we strike. It’s our best chance to survive. Do you see a flaw in my reasoning?”

“…It’s not that I don’t, but I can’t think of a better option.”

“I, I shall follow you, big sister!”

Despite her reluctance, Karina nodded, and though Lenya looked like he wanted to bolt at any second, he stuck close to Blanca. 

He seemed to instinctively understand that staying by her side gave him the best odds of survival.

Throughout the dungeon, other adventurers were locked in battle with the undead, just as Karina had been. 

The eerie fog made their complexions appear even paler.

After rescuing two more adventurers, they finally encountered their third shadowy figure.

Blanca didn’t hesitate. 

She unleashed her strongest attack without warning.

BOOM!

A wall of bones rose up to absorb the blow, and from behind it, a skeletal face twisted into something akin to a smirk.

“Oh? I was looking for you, but you saved me the trouble. How obedient of you.”

“Enough talking. Die!!”

Blanca didn’t waste a second. She charged forward, sword in hand.

Her gamble had paid off. Only a single death knight stood guard.

The knight moved to intercept her, but before he could even swing his sword, Karina’s massive ice spear shot toward him.

He barely managed to parry it, but that brief moment of distraction was all Blanca needed.

Ignoring the knight completely, she lunged straight for the Lich.

Behind her, Lenya and the other rescued adventurers engaged the knight in combat.

The Lich conjured dark blades of pure magic, launching them at Blanca to block her path. 

But she had trained relentlessly with Bern in practice duels, honing her skills. 

She dodged and deflected them, pushing forward until she was right in front of him.

Her sword was about to pierce the Lich’s body—

And then, she saw it.

The Lich’s eyes gleamed with something that resembled amusement as he looked down at her.

Something was wrong.

CLANG!

A sword struck hers from the side, knocking it from her grip.

A weathered knight’s blade clattered to the ground.

Disarmed, Blanca could only watch as a pitch-black sword descended toward her heart in slow motion.

Why had she made such a foolish mistake?

Magic reflected the nature of its wielder.

A creature that delighted in toying with its prey, savoring their fear and desperation, would never fail to prepare for one final act of resistance.

She had let her own desires cloud her judgment.

She hadn’t wanted to run.

She had wanted to end the Lich, no matter what.

She had used logic as a flimsy excuse for her recklessness.

There was no time to speak final words.

So instead, she whispered them in her heart.

‘I’m sorry… Mother. And… Bern.’

“—I trust you weren’t about to say something foolish like, ‘I’m sorry for giving up on life,’ were you, Blanca?”

CRASH!

The death knight that had been about to run her through was sent flying as if struck by a runaway carriage.

Blanca’s eyes widened.

Before her stood a man.

His red hair swayed in the wind.

His usually pristine leather armor was now nothing more than tattered rags. His body was covered in dust and soot.


Yet his face was as composed as ever—calm, resolute.

For the first time, a flicker of irritation and confusion crossed the Lich’s expression.

“…You. You were caught in a teleportation trap. How are you here?”

Bern simply smirked.

“Skill.”



 
  Chapter 31: New Adventurer Bern (29)-Wrapped


“Ah…”

Blanca realized something that day.

When there are too many words to say, sometimes, you end up saying nothing at all.

She had to ask. 

What had happened after the spatial transference? 

How had he ended up in such a battered state?

She needed to explain. 

The Guild Master had been taken down. 

The adventurers had been mercilessly defeated, reduced to prey.

She had to tell him. 

The nature of the lich’s magic, its terrifying ability to resurrect despite being clearly slain.

Yet, no words left her lips.

Her emotions surged within her, tears welling up at the corners of her eyes. 

And just then—

“Stand up, Miss Blanca.”

A voice—gentle, yet unwaveringly firm.

Bern spoke.

“The fight isn’t over. You still have things left to do.”

Stand up.

Grip your sword.

You can cry and lament later.

That was what the red-haired adventurer was telling her.

It was not a word of comfort.

If anything, it was a harsh reprimand.

Bern didn’t soothe her despair, her sense of defeat, or the helplessness that weighed her down.

“This is our adventure.”

But did those words make Blanca falter?

No.

She was not some frail, powerless princess.

And Bern was no knight from a fairy tale.

They were adventurers.

They had vowed to turn the delusion of slaying a lich into reality.

He was the only one who had never laughed at her dream.

And now, that very man was standing beside her, saying—

Let’s fight.

Now is the time to make that dream come true.

Blanca bent down and picked up her sword.

It was a blade her mother had lovingly maintained.

A relic, perhaps, from the father she never knew.

As though responding to her renewed resolve, the steel gleamed sharply.

She cast away all weakness, her eyes locking onto the enemy with unwavering determination.

She stepped forward, standing shoulder to shoulder with Bern.

“We’ll go with the plan we practiced. That okay?”

“Anything I should be aware of?”

“There are at least four death knights. One of them is the Guild Master. We don’t know when they’ll join the fray, so stay alert. Also, the mist is infused with all sorts of cursed spells. Try to avoid contact—it’ll dull your senses.”

Bern nodded, then raised his voice.

“Lenya! No specific orders for you. Do as you see fit!”

“Aye, aye, Captain! Best of luck! Please, for the love of the gods, destroy that damned skeleton bastard!!”

Lenya’s swearing drew the lich’s gaze, irritation flickering in its lifeless eyes.

With a quick gasp, Lenya slapped a hand over his own mouth and shrank back. 

But no one criticized him.

After all, he was the perfect distraction—a living lightning rod for the enemy’s attention.

The moment the lich’s focus wavered, Bern and Blanca kicked off the ground simultaneously.

Clang!

Two death knights clad in black armor stepped forward to intercept them, their swords radiating a murky, oil-like aura.

A fusion of their natural swordsmanship and the lich’s dark magic, their blades had become something nearly indistinguishable from true aura-infused weapons.

Their strength rivaled fifth-tier warriors, and against anyone weaker, they could overwhelm them with ease.

The blades swung down toward Bern and Blanca.

Clang!

Bern blocked both strikes at once.

It was almost magical.

His sword barely touched one of the death knights’ weapons before twisting its trajectory, redirecting it straight into the other knight’s blade.

Blanca seized the opening, unleashing a mid-tier fire spell at the tangled death knights.

Bern, already anticipating the blast, had swiftly stepped back.

Boom!

Flames erupted, their heat and shockwave dispersing the creeping purple mist.

Blanca dashed toward the lich.

Bern, emerging from the explosion’s aftermath, turned to engage the recovering death knights.

One attempted to meet him with a counterattack, but Bern effortlessly deflected its blade and severed its arm in one swift stroke.

Another death knight lunged at his exposed back.

Bern spun with an almost dance-like motion, using the momentum to drive his sword straight through the enemy’s chest.

The death knights staggered from their wounds, momentarily incapacitated.

Bern prepared to finish them off.

But then—

Shing!

Two more blades came at him.

A sharp sting—

Blood splattered from his shoulder, droplets shimmering briefly before vanishing into the air like evaporating light.

Reinforcements.

Now, there were four death knights.

One of them, his blade emanating a fierce aura, caught Bern’s attention.

A fifth-tier opponent.

Bern clicked his tongue in irritation. 

He had no time to process the situation. If he gave them even a moment, they’d turn on Blanca.

He had no choice.


Bern lunged into the mist.

The moment he did—

Swish!

Three black blades streaked toward him from within the fog, each strike targeting his throat, torso, and legs.

Bern’s eyes flashed with deadly precision.

Slice!

He evaded the strike aimed at his neck.

Deflected the one heading for his stomach.

And stomped down hard on the blade targeting his legs.

The fourth strike, deliberately delayed, grazed his chest—but in exchange, Bern severed a death knight’s head clean off.

A victory.

Or so it seemed.

The decapitated knight did not fall.

Instead, it calmly caught its own head with one hand and prepared to resume the fight.

Bern let out a quiet sigh.

‘This isn’t going to be easy.’

Even standing within the mist was taking a toll on his body.

His vision was limited—he could only see the enemy when they were within a meter of him.

Meanwhile, they could keep their distance and observe him freely.

Their base strength was already at the fourth tier.

And with additional magical enhancements, their power surpassed even that.

One of them had already reached the fifth tier.

And worst of all, they ignored fatal wounds like they were mere inconveniences.

Bern was a fourth-tier warrior in name only—his true capabilities far exceeded that rank.

But even for him, cutting through all of them in a single breath was impossible.

Of course, this wasn’t about winning or losing.

The real concern was the fact that she couldn’t end this quickly.

That alone was enough to make it clear—this was far from an ordinary situation.

‘This will take some time. I just hope Blanca can hold out as long as possible.’

“You foolish girl. Do you really think you can stand against me just because you’re without a guard?”

A dense purple mist, swirling around the Lich’s body, condensed and transformed into countless arrows, shooting toward Blanca.

She swung her sword, deflecting one that came straight for her face, but she couldn’t block them all.

More than three arrows embedded themselves in her body.

The mist forming the arrows seeped into her wounds, carrying a curse that gnawed at her from the inside.

Her limbs felt numb. A deep chill spread through her, as though she had been drenched in ice water.

The dizziness was so intense she could barely stand.

But Blanca gritted her teeth and refused to fall.

Through sheer will, aided by healing and reinforcement magic, she forced herself forward, closing the distance between herself and the Lich.

At an arm’s reach away, she cast a fireball.

“Flame That Burns Wood.”

A low-tier fire spell. Against small animals or weak monsters, it might have been effective—but against a Lich of such power, it was almost laughable.

“How pathetic,” the Lich sneered.

“You are utterly insignificant.”

Without even lifting a hand, he condensed the purple mist once more, easily snuffing out her spell.

But Blanca didn’t falter.

He had to block it.

That meant, at the very least, if it had landed, it would have had some effect.

“Flame That Burns Wood.”

“Flame That Burns Wood.”

“Flame That Burns Wood.”

She fired again.

And again.

And again.

Each time, the attacks were blocked.

But with each spell, the purple mist surrounding the Lich began to thin.

Annoyed, the Lich tried to counterattack with magic, aiming to push her away.

But he hesitated—Blanca was too close.

If he used a powerful area-of-effect spell, even he might suffer the consequences.

Thus, his choices were limited to weaker, more precise attacks, like the cursed arrows he had used before.

Blanca dodged what she could, deflected what she couldn’t, but some still found their mark, cutting into her flesh.

There was no helping it.

She wasn’t a fully trained warrior.

Even with Bern’s guidance, she had not been trained for long.

But at the very least, she could avoid fatal wounds.

And as long as she could avoid a killing blow, she could endure.

It was an unfair trade.

No matter how much she attacked, the Lich remained unharmed.

Meanwhile, every spell he cast chipped away at her body.

Healing magic wasn’t omnipotent.

Wounds and curses accumulated, wearing her down.

But she didn’t care.

She could still fight.

When she was a child, all she could do was cry.

But now—even if the odds were against her—she was fighting.

With the magic her mother taught her.

Against the very being that had taken everything from her, she did not retreat.

With the tactics Bern had drilled into her.

That truth, the presence of her comrades who believed in her, filled her with limitless strength.

“You pesky little insect!”

Annoyed beyond measure, the Lich summoned reinforcements—undead creatures that had been fighting other adventurers.

He couldn’t spare the undead knights battling Bern, but there were still plenty of skeletal soldiers and lesser monsters at his disposal.

They rushed at Blanca from behind.

“Flame That Burns Stone.”

BOOM!

Without even looking back, Blanca launched a massive fireball that reduced them to ash.

The Lich momentarily lost his words.

Then he saw the cold glint in Blanca’s eyes.

“Call as many as you want. I’ll burn them all.”

“You—YOU INSOLENT WRETCH!”

The Lich’s fury boiled over.

None of this should have been happening.

His dungeon was supposed to be a death trap, filled with endless undead and lethal traps. 

He had planted spies in human society, preparing for any worst-case scenario. 

He had even seized powerful corpses from the chaos in the Virca Kingdom, turning them into fearsome undead knights.

Yet, the adventurers had dismantled his undead army and disarmed his traps. 

His spies had been exposed. 

His knights—his strongest creations—were struggling to defeat a single red-haired warrior.

No, they were losing.

He needed to help them subdue Bern, but this wretched girl kept getting in the way.

When the Lich had held the upper hand, he had maintained an air of grandeur, but as true danger closed in, his composure cracked, revealing the limits of his arrogance.

Now, he had no choice but to use his last resort.

The sacrifices he had gathered to ascend to the sixth tier—he would burn them all to escape this situation.

“You foolish humans! Know that your arrogance has doomed your own kin!”

With a grand declaration, he activated the ritual, transforming the souls of his sacrifices into raw power.

Nothing happened.

“…?!”

The Lich’s eyes widened.

“Why? No… how?”

And then, realization dawned.

The space Bern had teleported into—it had been the very chamber where the sacrifices were stored.

The dungeon’s layout was complex, a twisted maze designed to prevent intruders from reaching its heart. 

Normally, even if someone had survived the traps, it would take them ages to navigate.

But Bern had help.

The very sacrifices meant to fuel the ritual had been freed by Bern.

And now, the carefully prepared ritual was nothing more than a wasted effort.

Everything—his years of planning, his meticulous preparations—had all crumbled.

The realization shattered the Lich’s mind.

“YOU FILTHY VERMIN!!”

The last remnants of his patience snapped.

The remaining purple mist that had once enshrouded the battlefield suddenly converged into a single point, swirling with terrifying energy.

Blanca felt a shiver run down her spine.

Until now, the Lich had held back, avoiding risks.

Now, he no longer cared.

He was preparing a spell that would destroy everything in its path, including himself if necessary.

Blanca braced herself, desperately trying to disrupt his casting.

But no matter how much fire she hurled, no matter how deep her sword cut, the Lich ignored it all.

Above her, a massive black sphere of death began to descend.

In that moment—she knew.

She couldn’t stop it.

Death was inevitable.

And then—


Someone pulled her into an embrace.

A strong arm wrapped around her.

And then—

BOOM.

The world exploded into blinding darkness.



 
  Chapter 32: New Adventurer Bern (30)-Firefly


Blanca drifted in and out of consciousness, her mind hazy as she tried to recall what had just happened.

Her vision spun chaotically. 

Her body swayed like a leaf in the wind.

A curse, a disease, a deadly poison—an explosion ignited by a mixture of the world’s most vile and malevolent forces, as if oil extracted from pure malice had been set ablaze.

And then, amidst the blast, there had been someone—a pair of arms wrapping around her, shielding her from the worst of it.

The moment she remembered, Blanca instinctively forced herself upright.

“Ugh…!”

Pain flared across her body, as if she’d been battered from head to toe. 

She ignored it, her eyes darting around frantically.

Collapsed buildings. 

The remnants of shattered structures. Dust swirling in the air.

Then, through the wreckage, she saw it—familiar red hair.

She ran, driven by hope, but the moment she truly saw him, her body trembled uncontrollably.

“A-Ah… No…”

Bern’s condition was beyond horrific.

His right leg was crushed beneath a massive slab of stone, mangled beyond recognition. 

Blackened patches of decay spread across his skin, as if corruption itself was devouring him. 

Smoke leaked from his wounds, as though his very existence was burning away.

It was the unmistakable mark of complete erosion.

When it finished, there would be nothing left of him—not even a body to mourn. 

He would be reduced to nothing but dust, vanishing without a trace.

Blanca’s legs gave out. 

She collapsed beside him, dragging herself forward in a desperate crawl.

She chanted a healing spell, her trembling hands glowing with white light.

Again.

And again.

Over and over, until his wounds were healed.

But her magic had no effect.

The black energy consuming Bern repelled the light, preventing any restoration.

Yet Blanca didn’t stop. 

She clenched her teeth and continued, her voice shaking with emotion.

“Heal. Heal, damn it! If my magic can’t even save you, then what’s the point of it!?”

Memories flashed before her eyes.

When she was a child, her mother had sacrificed herself to protect a powerless daughter.

Now, the only person who had ever truly understood her, the one who had shared her dreams, was dying because of her.

The weight of it was unbearable. 

The grief threatened to consume her whole—

Until something warm enveloped her hand.

She gasped.

“Enough, Miss Blanca.”

His voice was calm. 

Too calm.

She looked up to see Bern gazing at her, his red eyes steady despite his broken body. 

There was no panic, no anger—just quiet acceptance.

“You’re wasting your magic,” he murmured. 

“These wounds can’t be healed. Save your strength.”

Then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, he added, “Actually, you should focus on healing yourself first.”

Blanca felt her throat tighten. 

Her chest burned with unshed tears.

“How can you say that right now!?”

She cried. 

“Why? Why did you protect me!?”

Bern let out a soft chuckle.

“Because,” he said simply, “your life is far more important than mine.”

A sharp breath was drawn.

Who was it?

Her?

Him?

Someone had gasped at his words, but Blanca was too stunned to know who.

Bern gave her a lopsided smile.

“I wasn’t planning to say this,” he admitted, “but I suppose I have no choice now. You’d only carry this guilt forever otherwise.”

His voice turned teasing, like a magician revealing a well-kept trick.

“Blanca, the truth is… Bern the Adventurer doesn’t actually exist.”

Blanca froze.

“This body, this identity—they were created through magic. Nothing more than an illusion.”

The world tilted.

“The real me is somewhere else, perfectly fine,” he continued. 

“So you don’t need to worry. And you certainly don’t need to feel guilty.”

He smiled, as if expecting her to accept it without question.

“I’m sorry for deceiving you all this time.”

Silence.

Blanca said nothing.

Because what could she possibly say to such a blatant lie?

‘You… You’re lying to make me feel better, aren’t you?’

Her throat burned.

She wanted to scream at him, to demand that he stop spouting nonsense, to tell him she wasn’t a fool.

But she couldn’t.

Because he was dying.

Because even in his last moments, he was trying to ease her burden.


Because this was his final act of kindness.

And she couldn’t bring herself to reject it.

Instead, she forced a smile.

“…You really are shameless, Bern. I had no idea you were this much of a liar.”

Was her voice trembling?

Was her act convincing enough?

She didn’t know.

But Bern, mercifully, didn’t seem to notice.

He chuckled.

“Ah, I’d love to give you a proper apology, but we don’t have time for that right now.”

His gaze shifted upward.

Towards the hole in the ceiling, where they had fallen from.

“The enemy was caught in that explosion as well, but he’ll recover soon. Liches have a ‘heart’—a backup life source. We need to act before he fully revives.”

Blanca frowned.

“Act? What for?”

She had to ask.

Bern was the only one who had been strong enough to defeat the Lich.

Without him, the battle was already lost.

What was the point of continuing?

Wouldn’t it be better to stay by his side until the end?

“For victory.”

His answer was firm.

“We haven’t lost yet. Lenya and the others are still fighting. And most importantly, you are still here.”

Blanca shook her head.

It was impossible.

She wasn’t strong enough.

She couldn’t do it without him.

But Bern—Bern believed she could.

“I’ve watched you fight,” he said. “I know you can do this. And if you win, then that will be our victory.”

Something inside her cracked.

She should have denied it.

She should have refused.

But instead, she found herself nodding.

Because it was the only way she could repay him.

Bern smiled, satisfied.

Blanca forced back her tears and smiled back.

Then, gripping her sword, she rose to her feet.

Step by step, she climbed.

Higher and higher.

To where the others were fighting.

To where victory awaited.

For Bern.

For the man who had given her everything.

For the only way she could make sure his final adventure didn’t end in failure.

She stepped onto the battlefield.

And the fight continued.

The countless fragments she had carried all this time began merging into one, forming a towering structure.

“Tch, have you finally lost your mind and given up everything?”

Annoyed by Blanca’s silence—or perhaps wary of allowing her to approach again—Lich raised a hand. 

A black sphere, brimming with curses and venomous energy, shot toward her.

If it struck directly, even a knight clad in heavy armor would be gravely injured. 

A high-level offensive spell.

Blanca countered with a spell that could set even rock ablaze, but a mid-tier spell stood no chance against an advanced one. 

Though the sphere’s power diminished slightly, it still barreled toward her.

She swung her sword.

BOOM!

An earsplitting explosion sent Blanca hurtling backward, rolling across the ground.

Lich chuckled as he watched her body burn and decay under the effects of his curse.

Thud.

Blanca drove her sword into the earth, using it to pull herself back up.

“You struggle so desperately. Wouldn’t it be easier to just give up?”

Lich sneered, finding amusement in her resistance, and unleashed another spell.

Again, she attempted to intercept it. 

Again, she failed.

Again, she fell.

And again… 

She rose.

“…What?”

At first, Lich had treated her as nothing more than a plaything, tormenting her at his leisure. 

But now, his expression stiffened.

No matter how mercilessly he attacked, no matter how thoroughly he tried to end her, Blanca never stayed down.

She coughed up blood. 

She was tossed across the battlefield like a ragdoll. 

But she used her sword and magic to evade fatal blows, reinforcing herself and healing her wounds just enough to continue the fight.

Once could be luck.

Twice could be sheer willpower.

But three times?

Four times?

No—this had gone on far longer than that.

“What the hell have you done to yourself?!”

He roared, unleashing a spell filled with pure murderous intent.

Blanca countered with flames.

The two forces clashed.

At first glance, it seemed like the same battle as before.

BOOM!

But this time, things were different.

The flames completely nullified his spell.

Lich’s eyes widened.

A mere third-rank mage had matched the magic of a fifth-rank sorcerer.

It was impossible—and yet, it was happening.

Then, he noticed it. 

The strange flow of mana surrounding Blanca.

Whenever she cast Reinforcement Magic and Minor Healing, the mana didn’t just settle—it reacted. It shone. And then, its effects amplified.

A unique trait.

Firefly.

Blanca’s mana reacted to the ambient magical energy, amplifying her spells beyond their natural limits.

The more mana existed in the area, the more violently the reaction occurred, turning even basic spells into devastating forces.

And against an opponent like Lich Mortius—who constantly filled the battlefield with scattered magical energy—her power was a nightmare.

Realizing the danger, Mortius frantically attempted to end the battle.

But if he couldn’t kill her before her magic strengthened… how could he do so now?

Worse—the harder he tried to kill her, the stronger she became.

He recognized the vicious cycle, but what else could he do?

He was a sorcerer. 

Without magic, he had no means to fight.

The only solution would have been to send in warriors trained to fight without relying on spells.

But those warriors?

They had all been slaughtered by Bern.

As the fight continued, Mortius found himself unable to keep up. 

His once-overwhelming power now barely held back even her weakest spells.

Desperate, he cloaked himself in mist and tried to flee.

Naturally, Blanca wasn’t about to let that happen.

BOOM!

The fireball had been the size of a child when she first launched it. 

But as it reacted with the mist, it expanded to the size of a carriage before erupting.

Mortius conjured a barrier to block the blast.

But it was useless.

The explosion obliterated his defenses and sent him flying. 

His charred body tumbled across the ground before disintegrating.

For a moment, silence fell.

Then, from the remains, something pulsed.

A heart-shaped object, glowing with an eerie light.

His body reassembled around it.

Blanca silently unleashed another wave of fire.

Once more, Mortius was reduced to ashes.

When he reformed again, his voice was frantic.

“Wait! Stop! Stop right now! That heart—it belongs to your mother! Her life and soul are bound to it! Do you really want to destroy it with your own hands?!”

Blanca froze.

Seeing his chance, Mortius desperately continued.

“Listen, girl! No—become my disciple! My ally! If you join me, I will craft a perfect body for your mother and bring her back to life! Once I reach the sixth rank, it will be possible! But if you kill me now, you will never see her again! Do you really want that?!”

He had taken on many apprentices from the guild before. 

Of course, he knew who Blanca was.

He knew she became an adventurer to save her mother.

A girl like her couldn’t possibly resist this temptation.

Once she hesitated, he would find a way to eliminate her through means other than direct combat.

It was the perfect scheme.

Or so he believed.

“—I fight to free my mother,” Blanca said, her voice unwavering. 

“Did you really think I’d be swayed by such empty words? And do you think I would ever show them—both of them—such weakness?”

Mortius didn’t understand.

Who were ‘they’?

He never got the chance to ask.

A sword had already pierced his chest, cutting through flesh, bone, and—most importantly—his heart.

For a Lich, the heart was an anchor—a tether keeping him bound to the living world.

And now, it was gone.

His soul, forcibly severed, was supposed to move on.

But—

[—Thank you for the performance.]

A voice rang out, sultry yet lively, both mature and youthful, paradoxical in its very existence.

Even a sorcerer who had transcended death felt primal terror at the sound.

Someone—something—had caught his soul.

[The girl gets your life force. I get your soul.]

He wanted to scream.

But souls could not scream.

The wicked Lich, who had tormented countless victims, at last understood true fear.

Lips, red as a ruby, curled into a smile. 

Beyond them, the abyss of endless darkness opened wide.

[—Bon appétit.]

Gulp.

***

After everything had ended.

Blanca returned to where Bern had fought.


But the red-haired adventurer was gone.

Not even a corpse remained.

Clutching the heart that had once belonged to her mother, she followed the traces of the man she loved.

And at last—

She allowed herself to cry.



 
  Chapter 33: New Adventurer Bern (31)-Blanca’s Resolution


The Legend of Bern: The Fallen Hero

News of the Lich’s extermination spread like wildfire, shaking the entire land.

The dark plot of an evil Lich, who had sought power by sacrificing countless living offerings, had been thwarted by the guild’s desperate battle. 

Only the best of the best had been selected for the mission, yet even among them, casualties were heavy. 

Among the fallen was none other than the Guild Master—a long-standing symbol of the guild’s strength.

Had they failed, every adventurer in the operation would have perished. 

The survivors and rescued victims, their voices trembling with awe and terror, spoke of what had transpired.

“If it hadn’t been for the red-haired one—Bern—volunteering as bait, if he hadn’t flushed out the traitors beforehand, we would have suffered catastrophic losses. Just thinking about those scum, who sold their souls to the Lich and could have stabbed us in the back at any moment, still gives me chills.”

“The adventurer with striking red hair… He was the one who broke the chains that bound us. He freed us from that wretched prison. If not for him, we would’ve all been sacrificed.”

“The damned fog kept me from seeing clearly, but the battlefield told the story. That guy fought a desperate battle against multiple Death Knights. Even the Guild Master was among them. I don’t have the words to describe it other than… incredible.”

Bern, the Rookie Adventurer.

A young man who had not even been an adventurer for six months, yet had already made an overwhelming impact—only to lose his life just as quickly.

Those who heard of his deeds were left in awe and sorrow. 

If only he had survived, they murmured, he could have filled the vacant Guild Master’s seat. 

No, perhaps he would have surpassed even that, becoming a legend in his own right.

“Hah! What a load of bullshit!”

Of course, not everyone shared the sentiment.

***

A tavern near the Adventurers’ Guild headquarters.

A man slammed his mug on the table, his face red with drunken frustration.

“Charging into enemy territory alone and dismantling their trap? Overpowering multiple Death Knights single-handedly? What a joke. Might as well say he slew a damn dragon while you’re at it!”

His outburst drew the attention of several patrons. 

One of his companions frowned, clearly uncomfortable.

“Keep it down, will you? People are listening.”

“The hell do I care? Am I saying anything wrong? This whole thing doesn’t add up!”

“There were witnesses.”

“Witnesses? Pfft. People make up stories all the time. If I said I saw a flying spaghetti monster, would that make it real? No, it wouldn’t.”

His companion shook his head in exasperation, sensing that reasoning was pointless. 

Some nearby adventurers shot the man annoyed glances, but rather than back down, he raised his voice.

“The Guild’s definitely behind this. They needed a tragic hero to cover up something inconvenient. No doubt about it!”

His argument had holes big enough to march an army through. 

If the Guild had wanted to glorify someone, they would have made the fallen Guild Master the hero, not some rookie.

But hatred doesn’t need logic.

He needed a reason to justify his jealousy and resentment toward the ‘young hero’ who was being praised. 

Any reason would do. 

The truth? 

That was irrelevant.

Just then—

Ding-a-ling!

The tavern door swung open.

New patrons stepped inside, but the man, too absorbed in his own fabricated truth, didn’t bother looking.

 He continued his rant.

“Or maybe—just maybe—Bern was actually in league with the Lich from the start. A newbie adventurer, somehow seeing through the Lich’s entire scheme and countering it perfectly? Sounds fishy. Maybe something went wrong in their deal, and both of them got screwed.”

“Oho, now that’s an interesting theory.”

“Yeah, I mean, skilled rookies aren’t unheard of, but these stories feel… exaggerated.”

A few others nodded along. 

Some, like the man, resented Bern’s growing reputation. 

Others just wanted a juicy rumor to chew on.

A fallen hero secretly being the villain’s pawn? 

What better gossip to spread?

Though their voices were few, the man basked in the illusion that the entire tavern agreed with him. 

He puffed out his chest, ready to continue—

Until someone spoke.

“What did you just say?”

The voice was cold.

The man turned instinctively. 

“I said, that Bern guy was probably—” 

He stopped mid-sentence. 

The speaker wasn’t one of his drinking buddies. 

It was a woman he didn’t recognize.

“Who the hell are you?” 

He demanded.

The woman had sky-blue hair and matching eyes. 

She wasn’t particularly tall, and her slim frame, barely visible beneath a beige cloak, didn’t look threatening. 

A sword hung from her belt, but her delicate features made it seem ornamental rather than dangerous.

She met his gaze, unwavering. 

“Take back what you said.”

Her voice was calm, but anyone who knew her would have recognized the seething rage barely contained beneath the surface. 

Unfortunately for the drunkard, he was too intoxicated to sense the danger.

“What the hell? Who do you think you are to tell me what to do?” 

He scoffed. 

“Bern fought his hardest, and because of him, many were saved. Stop spewing baseless nonsense.”

The man sneered. 

“Oh please, that idiot got himself killed because he didn’t know his place—”

THUD!

The next moment, his face was slammed into the wooden table.

Dishes and drinks flew into the air before crashing back down.

His body convulsed briefly before going completely limp.

“What the—?!”

His companion recoiled, instinctively reaching for his weapon. 


But before he could draw, he froze.

The woman’s eyes.

Blue as the sky, yet burning like fire.

Every adventurer in the tavern fell silent, sensing the weight of her presence.

She turned to them all and declared,

“If anyone doubts Bern’s strength, if anyone questions his legacy—come find me. I’ll show you just how real his power was.”

Her words dripped with fury, each syllable like a blade cutting through the air.

A shudder ran through the room. 

Those who had laughed at Bern a moment ago now averted their gazes. 

The atmosphere was suffocating, as though a predator had entered the den.

A voice broke the tension.

“Ahem, miss, perhaps that’s enough. I believe they’ve learned their lesson.”

The man who had entered with her, Lenya, spoke with a diplomatic smile.

Blanca, the blue-haired woman, glanced at him before finally releasing her grip. 

The bartender, clearly rattled, looked at Lenya with pleading eyes. 

Taking the hint, Lenya pulled out a few coins and slid them across the counter.

“A little something for the trouble,” he said.

The bartender snatched them up without hesitation.

Blanca, meanwhile, cast one last icy glare across the room before turning away.

The tavern, once filled with drunken jeers and wild speculation, now sat in uneasy silence.

And just like that, the name of Bern, the fallen hero, remained untarnished.

At least, for now.

***

The dog nodded.

The group silently made their way up to the third floor of the tavern, a space reserved strictly for private reservations. 

As they stepped inside, the Eastern Branch’s manager greeted them with an exasperated expression.

“Hey, you guys! Didn’t I tell you not to cause any trouble? The guild’s already on edge these days. If this turns into a full-blown conflict between the headquarters and the Eastern Branch, it’s going to be an absolute mess!”

Blanca responded indifferently, her voice flat.

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have summoned us here for testimonies or whatever. Or at the very least, you should’ve made sure that kind of nonsense wasn’t being spread.”

“Hey! You do realize the only reason I got stuck as the Eastern Branch’s adventurer liaison is because of you, right? And this is how you treat me!?”

“Yes. This is how I treat you.”

“Why are you acting so sensitive when you know the average adventurer’s personality is garbage? Or what, are you planning to beat up everyone who badmouths Bern?”

“If necessary, yes.”

Blanca’s firm declaration left no room for doubt.

The manager let out a long sigh, rubbing his temples as if his headache had just worsened. 

But truthfully, he couldn’t say he didn’t understand Blanca’s attitude.

Bern was the one who had reached out a hand when she was at her lowest.

The one who had helped her achieve the revenge she had sought all her life.

The one who had given up his own life to save her.

Even just one of those reasons would have been enough to earn her undying gratitude—or even love. But Bern had done all three.

The manager still remembered Blanca’s tear-streaked face, the way she had collapsed over and over again in grief.

Compared to those days, this was… better.

Or so he tried to convince himself.

“So, what’s the situation at the headquarters?”

Blanca asked.

“A damn mess.”

The manager answered bluntly.

“Sure, we saved a lot of people, and the guild’s reputation got a boost for taking down the lich.
But we lost just as much in return.”

They had lost a significant number of elite adventurers.

They had lost the guild master, the only Rank 5 adventurer in their ranks—the very symbol of the guild.

On top of that, the costs for the mission and the aftermath were bleeding them dry.

“People are saying the guild master acted too rashly. That instead of rushing in, he should have negotiated with the royal family or the nobles to secure their support first.”

Blanca narrowed her eyes.

“We had to take down the lich as soon as possible. He had already turned several Rank 4 adventurers into his subordinates and planted them all over human society. Not to mention, his dungeon was filled with monsters. If he had successfully completed his ritual, do you have any idea what kind of catastrophe that would have caused?”

“I know. I know.”

The manager groaned in frustration, lighting his pipe.

“The guild master made the call because he came from a time when the guild still acted as a militia. His priority was to save people, no matter the cost. And thanks to his decision, many lives were spared. But at the same time, the guild took a heavy hit because of it.”

He exhaled a long plume of smoke.

“With the guild master’s seat empty, there’s going to be a lot of political infighting. And given the way things are headed… the guild is going to become more rational.”

Rational.

Blanca understood what he meant.

No more reckless heroics.

No more acting out of kindness.

From now on, the guild would prioritize profits over people.

It would become stronger, yes—but also colder.

And Blanca suddenly wondered—what would Bern think of this?

The man who once accepted a dirt-streaked flower from a little girl as payment for slaying a monster.

The man who spoke of “the romance of adventurers” with a grin.

The man who had dreamed of being an adventurer since he was young.

Would he still be able to love what the guild was becoming?

‘No.’

She already knew the answer.

And so, Blanca opened her mouth.

“…Does a guild master have to be the strongest fighter?”

“Huh? Well, not necessarily,” the manager replied, caught off guard. 

“The last guild master earned his position through experience, achievements, and leadership. Why do you ask?”

“Because you need to become the next guild master.”

“…What???”

The manager stared at her, dumbfounded.

But Blanca continued, her voice steady.

“The guild needs a new symbol. No matter how many Rank 4s we have, what matters is whether or not we have someone at Rank 5. I’ll take care of that. In the meantime, you should focus on taking control of the guild’s administration.”

“Oooh! Lady Blanca, what a grand ambition! I, Lenya, will serve you with all my might!”

“Lenya, you need to improve your own skills first. We should also expand our party. Actually, merging with Karina’s team might not be a bad idea.”

“That would give us a warrior, a scout, a healer, a battle mage, and an all-rounder. The balance is solid!”

The manager blinked.

The conversation had already taken on a life of its own, leaving him behind in its wake.

Stunned, all he could manage was a weak:

“…Why?”

Blanca met his eyes.

“So that what Bern did won’t be remembered as ‘foolishness.’”

If the world became a place where only the selfish and calculating thrived, then acts of kindness would be seen as naïve.

She refused to let that happen to Bern.

She would make his dream a reality.

She would prove that his actions had meaning.

That was her tribute to the adventurer named Bern.

‘Goodbye, Bern. Wherever you are, I hope you’re watching over me.’

***

Meanwhile…

“Achoo!”


A man shivered, wrapping himself in a thick blanket.

“Ugh… This is the first time I’ve ever caught a cold in this body…”

[Frankly, I’m more surprised that you only caught a cold. If a split soul like you is destroyed improperly, you could have ended up a complete cripple.]

“Nonsense. A fall is only dangerous if you don’t know how to land. But if you roll properly, you’ll just get a bruise and move on. Simple as that.”

Completely unaware that a certain young woman in a distant kingdom had misinterpreted everything and forged her own resolve because of it, the exiled prince sneezed again.



 
  Chapter 34: Crown Prince Alondre (3) – How to Immerse Yourself in a Role


The grand Golden Cloud Palace, where the Crown Prince resided, housed hundreds of attendants. 

Recently, however, a peculiar affliction had spread among them.

It was called ‘This Is All My Fault Syndrome.’

“As Your Highness’s royal physician, I have failed to protect your esteemed body! What reason do I have to continue living?”

“Illnesses arise from impure environments! This is entirely due to my incompetence as the head maid. I shall return all my titles and wealth to the Golden Cloud Palace and retire into exile—please, grant me permission!”

“Ah! If only my sword had reached the pinnacle of mastery, I could have cut down even the disease that torments Your Highness! To think that I dare call myself your guard and martial instructor—what a disgrace I am! A kitchen knife wielded by a mere housewife is more useful than my blade!”

Observing the scene, the Archdemon Lucidra could only mutter in horror:

‘What the hell is wrong with these people…?’

She was genuinely disturbed.

Sure, humans got sick sometimes—it was a part of life. 

But to react like this over a mere illness? 

It was utterly ridiculous.

What made it even more absurd was the Crown Prince’s response.

“Cough… As a ruler, I must take responsibility. If you all bear any guilt, then mine is far greater. Let us speak no more of this.”

It was an implicit threat: “If you keep this up, I’ll start thinking you’re mocking me.”

That was enough to silence the room. 

Three days later, the Crown Prince rose from his sickbed as if nothing had happened.

Lucidra could hardly believe it.

When the Crown Prince’s first Avatar, Bern, had been destroyed, she had secretly been excited.

The destruction of an Avatar would inflict severe damage on the main body. 

If she could take advantage of his weakened state, she might have been able to forge a new contract with him.

But that hope was crushed—because this man, the Crown Prince, was simply not human.

‘…If this much chaos erupts over a common cold, then what if he had collapsed coughing up blood?’

No joke, the entire palace might have been turned upside down.

There would have been a grand investigation to find the culprit, and sooner or later, her identity as an Archdemon would have been exposed.

Lucidra shuddered as she imagined hundreds of fanatical loyalists, eyes burning with murderous devotion, hunting her down.

“What’s wrong? Do demons catch colds too?”

“No, of course not. But more importantly, are you sure you’re fit to be up already?”

“I am not at full strength yet, but I can manage administrative work. Since I have excused myself from lessons for now, I shall use this time to catch up on pending matters. But if it piles up too much, even I won’t be able to handle it.”

“I thought you hated working? Why not just fake being sick for a little longer?”

At her suggestion, the Crown Prince turned to face her.

His sculpted features, paired with that deep gaze—any ordinary person’s heart would have skipped a beat.

But not Lucidra.

Not when his face practically screamed, “Are you seriously suggesting that?”

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Feigning illness to avoid work is only a temporary solution. In the long run, it damages one’s reputation and the trust of those around them.”

Then, as if to drive the point home, he added:

“Strictly speaking, it’s not the work I dislike. It’s having to do nothing but work that I hate.”

“Ah, so that’s why you created another identity and went off playing adventurer?”

“Mmm. The adventurer’s life was rather exhilarating.”

“Yeah, except you suck at acting.”

The Crown Prince stiffened.

For the first time, the ever-impenetrable man had revealed a weakness.

Lucidra’s lips curled into a wicked grin.

“You kept slipping into your ‘royal’ gaze, and sometimes, your speech even reverted to your noble tone.”

“Hmm.”

“Also, you claimed to be a commoner adventurer, yet you knew way too much about magic. The knowledge you shared with that girl—Blanca, was it?—was practically unheard of among ordinary people.”

“Mmm.”

“And let’s not forget the grand finale—when you outright revealed that you were an Avatar.”

“Guh—!”

The Crown Prince let out a strangled groan, as though an arrow had pierced his chest.

Struggling to justify himself, he muttered,

“But listen. Disappearing without a word would have been too cruel. She might have lived with guilt for the rest of her life. I couldn’t reveal my true identity, but at the very least, I needed her to know that that body wasn’t real. Otherwise, she would have misunderstood.”

“Hmmm.”

Lucidra let out a skeptical hum.

His reasoning wasn’t entirely wrong.

He had, in his own way, done the kindest thing possible.

But from what Lucidra could tell, that girl, Blanca, seemed to have taken his words in a very different way.

‘Eh, not my problem. If anything, leaving things as they are sounds way more entertaining. After all, if this misunderstanding deepens, the one suffering won’t be me—it’ll be him. No issues on my end, then.’

Having reached an extremely demon-like conclusion, Lucidra snapped her fingers.

With a shimmer, her usual revealing, eerie outfit morphed into a crisp white shirt and fitted black trousers.

She now resembled a professional sales representative.

With an all-too-smug smile, she turned to the Crown Prince and said,”Now then, let me introduce you to our latest offering—”

“In that sense, how about forming a new contract with me, Your Highness?”

“Your tone has changed. What exactly are you proposing?”

“A spell that allows for deeper immersion in your acting. It prevents confusion between the original and the duplicate.”

Lucidra’s crimson eyes shimmered with an alluring light.

At first glance, the idea of preventing confusion between the original and its duplicate sounded beneficial. 

However, in reality, it wasn’t much different from saying that both possessed their own distinct consciousness. 

Of course, a duplicate could disappear whenever the original willed it, making rebellion impossible. 

But still, a duplicate carried a fragment of the Crown Prince’s soul.

If, at a moment when the Crown Prince was defenseless—such as when he was asleep—someone managed to tempt his duplicate into forming a contract, an interesting situation could unfold.

“Ah, if that’s the case, I already made something similar. I don’t really need it.”

Lucidra’s devilish smile cracked.

Ignoring her reaction, the Crown Prince continued nonchalantly, explaining the spell he had devised.

“I made some modifications to the duplication spell. Think of it as an administrator account and a sub-account… No, that might be confusing. To put it simply, the original and the duplicate have distinct consciousnesses. The original can access the duplicate’s information, but the reverse isn’t possible. The original can interfere with the duplicate at will, whereas the duplicate can only make ‘requests’ but cannot directly affect the original. There are also restrictions on memory access.”

Lucidra blinked.

Then blinked again.

Finally, she asked, “When the hell did you—?”


“Well, I’ve been lying around resting these past few days, haven’t I? I worked on it here and there. It was a good rehabilitation exercise.”

Rehabilitation exercise?

From what she just heard, this wasn’t merely a modification—it was practically a complete recreation of the magic.

“T-That’s even possible? That kind of magic isn’t something you can just tweak! And what about the whole identity issue? The self-perception crisis?”

Abandoning her usual business-like tone, Lucidra erupted in exasperation.

The Crown Prince, however, answered seriously.

“An actor who is deeply immersed in a role often forgets they are acting. However, deep in their consciousness, they still retain their own identity. Applying that principle, it wasn’t all that difficult.”

“…Oh, sure. Of course.”

Lucidra gave up on trying to process it.

This was a man who could effortlessly use and even modify demon-exclusive duplication magic—something only demons should have been able to wield. 

His mental framework was fundamentally different from that of ordinary humans. 

Trying to think about it using normal logic was pointless.

“So, what’s your next move? Are you planning to resurrect Bern?”

“Hmm… I considered approaching Blanca discreetly to check in, but that seems a bit too reckless. Blanca aside, the other adventurers all believe Bern is truly dead. And he supposedly died in a lich’s dungeon, no less.”

A known adventurer, declared dead in a lich’s dungeon, suddenly appearing in secret to meet one of the key figures in the lich’s defeat? 

That would raise too many suspicions.

The Crown Prince, who genuinely wished for Blanca’s growth and success, didn’t want to drag her into unnecessary trouble.

“Then it’ll be a new duplicate this time. What’s your plan?”

“I intend to dig deeper into the Kingdom of Virca.”

From the perspective of the adventurer Bern, the Kingdom of Virca was an absolute mess.

Particularly appalling was how its royalty and nobility were allowing dangers like goblin lords and liches to grow unchecked within their territory. 

It was almost as if they were trying to commit a new form of political suicide.

“There was an interesting rumor floating around, courtesy of Lenya.”

“A rumor?”

“A certain noble family in the Kingdom of Virca is known for their immense power and influence. But the lady of that house has such a terrible personality that the servants are constantly replaced. Usually, in a household of that stature, they would ensure their staff is both reliable and long-serving, but in this case, they’re just filling positions as needed.”

“A spoiled brat with a nasty temper… or maybe a natural-born sadist. Either way, she sounds like a real piece of work.”

“That’s why I plan to infiltrate that house as a servant.”

Lucidra’s face twisted in disbelief.

“…You? The Crown Prince? Becoming a noble’s servant in a foreign kingdom?”

“That’s how role-playing works. Besides, when an unknown figure suddenly tries to get close to nobility, their options are quite limited. This is actually an ideal opportunity.”

The Crown Prince then added with a smirk,

“Spending time with Blanca made me realize something—I rather enjoy fostering talent. If I can transform this ill-tempered noble lady into a ruler worthy of her station, it would contribute to stabilizing the Kingdom of Virca. In this case, my personal interest and the greater good align.”

“Wouldn’t it be better for the Empire if Virca remained weak and chaotic?”

“That’s an overly simplistic view. If an undead army or a goblin kingdom were to rise in the region, it would be a nuisance for us as well. If your neighbor’s house catches fire, you put it out before it spreads to yours.”


“Ugh, fine. You’re always so damn logical.”

Lucidra scoffed but relented.

“Anyway, have you decided on a name for your new identity?”

The Crown Prince answered.

“Cedric.”



 
  Chapter 35: Servant Cedric – Red Bell’s Villainess


“The House of the Marquis of Redvell is one of the three pillars that uphold the Kingdom of Virka.”

That was how scholars evaluated the prestigious noble family.

And, notably, one of those three pillars was none other than the royal family itself. 

For a mere noble house to be mentioned in the same breath as the ruling dynasty spoke volumes about its power.

Yet, this assessment was by no means an exaggeration.

The territories directly ruled by House Redvell covered 7% of the entire kingdom’s landmass. 

If one included the areas under their indirect influence, that number skyrocketed to 20%. 

Their grip on the kingdom’s major trade routes had amassed them immense wealth. 

Their military strength, though weaker than the royal family and the leading ducal house, was still leagues beyond that of minor lords.

The current Marquis of Redvell was hailed as a legendary figure—a man who had resurrected a declining house within mere decades and elevated it to its current position of prominence. 

His children, too, proved themselves exceptional, excelling in various fields and bolstering the family’s reputation.

All except for one.

Claudia Redvell, the youngest daughter of the marquis, was an anomaly.

To understand the rumors that surrounded her, one needed only to listen to a few choice examples:


	She keeps a giant man-eating beast as a pet and feeds it those who displease her.


	She is so obsessed with torture that the scent of blood lingers on her, forcing her to douse herself in heavy perfumes.


	The reason the marquis assigned her the remote Eched territory as her personal domain was to prevent her from causing chaos in a larger fief.



A celestial beauty with a soul as dark as the abyss.

That was Claudia Redvell.

It was no surprise, then, that few willingly sought employment under her.

Those who came to work in her estate usually fell into one of two categories:

The first were those who had no knowledge of the rumors—lured in only by the massive wages the marquisate offered.

The second were those who knew the stories but were so desperate that they had no choice but to endure the risks.

Between the two, the head butler of the Eched estate, Bastien, preferred the latter.

Those who came blindly often fled within days. The desperate, however, had a sliver of a chance of lasting longer.

And this young man before him… he was certainly one of the former.

With that thought in mind, Bastien scrutinized the applicant standing before him.

Simple brown hair and matching brown eyes. His features were neither striking nor dull, but his soft expression and gentle demeanor gave him the air of a friendly puppy. Most importantly, his gaze held no trace of desperation.

He’ll be gone within a week.

Still, Bastien went through the motions.

“So, your name is Cedric? Where are you from?”

“I’m from the city of Colim, in the eastern region of the Aizern Empire!”

“A fair distance away. Why travel all the way to the Kingdom of Virka just to become a servant?”

“My father worked as a servant for the prominent Knuck family in Colim, primarily assisting in the kitchen. I had planned to follow in his footsteps, but, unfortunately, the Knuck lineage ended abruptly, leaving me without employment. Given my experience, I sought a new household to serve. That’s when I heard about this estate!”

“Hmm… So, do you have any cooking experience?”

“I’m not a master chef, but I can assure you my food is edible!” 

Cedric responded with a bright grin.

He was quick-witted and full of energy.

There was no way to verify the truth of his story, but in a normal household, House Redvell would have conducted a thorough background check before hiring.

However, the Eched estate was no normal household.

With two-thirds of the staff quitting or fleeing within months, finding someone willing to stay at all was a miracle in itself.

Bastien sighed inwardly.

“This cheerful boy won’t last long under the lady’s temper.”

Time and time again, he had watched new hires—once full of determination—wither away under Claudia’s relentless personality, only to flee the estate.

It pained him to send another hopeful young man down that path, but he had no choice.

Marquis Redvell’s orders were absolute: Maintain the estate and ensure that Claudia’s life appears normal to outsiders.

Even if it meant feeding another lamb to the slaughter.

“Fine,” Bastien said at last. 

“We’ll start with a three-month contract. But be aware—if you quit before then, you won’t receive a single coin.”

“Understood!” Cedric beamed.

‘I’ll keep him in the kitchen. That way, he won’t interact with the young lady much. Maybe he’ll last longer this way…’

Bastien’s plan lasted precisely one week.

***

The reason Cedric was discovered so quickly was simple:

He was too competent.

“That Cedric fellow? A real gem. He listens well and never forgets instructions.”

“Most new hires need time to adjust, but he was working at full capacity from day one. He’s made life easier for all of us.”

“We’ve been running understaffed for so long, I barely remember what it feels like to rest. Thanks to him, I finally got a break.”

“He’s got a way with people, makes you laugh without even trying. He just… lightens the atmosphere.”

Cedric’s official role was kitchen assistant.

His routine should have kept him confined to the pantry and kitchen, far from Lady Claudia.

And yet, his mere presence had a noticeable effect.

The staff, who had once moved like soulless husks, began to show faint smiles. 

A bit of small talk. 

The occasional chuckle.

It was a minor shift. 

But in an estate where morale had been crushed beneath the weight of fear and obligation, even a small change was like a splash of color on a blank canvas.

And that was what doomed him.

One evening, as Cedric was busy preparing dinner with the other servants, an unfamiliar voice cut through the room.

“Hmm. So, you’re the new servant?”

The kitchen fell into utter silence.

The maids near the entrance turned pale, bowing so low their heads nearly touched the ground.

Between them stood a lone figure, smiling serenely.

Platinum hair so pale it was nearly white.

Soft pink eyes, both enchanting and terrifying.

A face so beautiful it was almost surreal—like a flower caught between full bloom and budding youth.

And yet, rather than admiration, fear filled the room.

The head chef, the highest-ranking servant present, barely managed to stammer out a response.

“L-Lady Claudia! What brings you here to this humble—”

“Hey.”

“…Pardon?”

The mask of a doll-like smile shattered.


A sharp, venomous glare replaced it.

Claudia Redvell, the so-called Flower of Redvell, spat her next words with utter disdain.

“When did I say you could speak?”

The head chef paled.

“I—I apologize!”

“And who gave you the right to question where I go?” 

She sneered. 

“Do you think your status means anything to me? You’re a servant. Know your place.”

Cedric, watching from the sidelines, felt a shiver run down his spine.

He had finally met his new master.

And she was every bit as terrifying as the rumors claimed.

“Since I’m wearing it, does my master look ridiculous to you? Huh?”

There was no elegance befitting a noblewoman.

No refined reprimands or tactful, indirect speech.

Instead, with her angelically beautiful features, she spewed threats and taunts like a common street thug.

The contrast was so stark that it was almost comical.

Step.

At that moment, Cedric took half a step forward.

It wasn’t that he intentionally made his footsteps loud.

He hadn’t spoken a single word either.

And yet, that small, seemingly insignificant movement had an inexplicable power to draw all attention toward him.

Claudia’s eyes gleamed with intrigue.

She lost interest in the head chef and turned back to Cedric, lips curling into a sneer.

“What, are you two commoners going to protect each other now?”

Even at the sudden insult, Cedric merely blinked, offering no response.

Claudia frowned.

“What’s with that? No answer?”

“Ah, thank you for granting me permission to speak, my lady. I was quite troubled, as I wasn’t allowed to open my mouth freely.”

For a brief moment, Claudia looked puzzled.

Then, realization dawned on her.

She had just moments ago scolded the head chef, telling him not to speak freely.

Had this servant just used her own words to mock her?

Her face darkened with anger, and the other servants turned pale.

But just as quickly, her expression changed.

A slow, amused smile spread across her lips.

“You there.”

“Cedric, my lady,” he answered calmly.

“Right, you. Since you work in the kitchen, I assume you’re confident in your cooking?”

“I wouldn’t presume to call myself an expert, but I believe I can prepare a meal good enough to eat.”

“Perfect. Tonight, you’ll cook for me. Bring it to my room yourself.”

It was an unreasonable demand in many ways.

Not only was Cedric just a kitchen assistant, unqualified to prepare an entire meal alone, but the idea of a male servant personally delivering food to a noblewoman’s chambers was scandalous.

Yet, Cedric showed no hesitation.

“As unworthy as I am, if it is your order, I will do my best. Do you have any foods you dislike?”

“Anything that tastes bad.”

“A wise and straightforward answer, my lady. I shall prepare your meal at once.”

Claudia narrowed her eyes, watching him as he began gathering ingredients.

Unlike the other servants, who had been shifting anxiously since the exchange began, Cedric remained unbothered, completely at ease.

It irked her.

For a moment, she considered striking him. 

A slap across that calm face. 

But then she changed her mind.

‘That confidence won’t last long.’

A smirk played at her lips as she issued one final warning to the others.

“Stay out of this. Anyone who interferes will be punished.”

The kitchen staff bowed their heads. 

The maids, trembling, followed after Claudia as she left.

Once she reached her room, she dismissed the maids and stepped inside.

Then, she pulled out a small blade and pressed it against her fingertip, drawing a single bead of blood.

As the droplet hit the ground, it expanded rapidly.

-Grrrrr…!

The blood transformed into a massive beast.

It resembled a wolf, but with two heads. 

Each of its jaws was large enough to swallow a grown man whole.

Claudia stroked the twin-headed wolf as it nuzzled against her like an affectionate pet.

Then, she gave it a simple command—

The moment Cedric steps inside, attack.

She leaned back, a satisfied grin on her face.

She could already picture it—his smug composure crumbling into terror and shock.

And then—

Knock, knock.

A voice from outside.

“My lady, I have brought your meal.”

Claudia’s lips curled into a slow, predatory smile.

“Come in.”

The door creaked open, and Cedric entered, pushing a cart laden with dishes.

At that exact moment—

The wolf lunged.

Its fangs bared, a monstrous snarl tearing through the air—

“Yelp?!”

‘…Yelp?’

Claudia blinked.

She rubbed her eyes and looked again.

Her beast—her terrifying, man-eating pet—was sprawled on the floor, whining like a scolded puppy.

And in front of it, Cedric stood calmly, wiping his knuckles with a handkerchief.

The realization hit her like a slap.

He had just flicked the wolf on the forehead.


Cedric turned to her, his expression entirely serious.

“My lady,” he said.

“…What?”

“It’s not good manners to let pets jump at people’s food. It’s bad for their health, too. It seems you’ve raised it with poor discipline.”

Claudia could only stare in stunned silence.



 
  Chapter 36: Servant Cedric (2) – Clear Eyes


When the idea of creating a servant-type clone was proposed, Lucidra raised a question.

“But the new clone you created this time has hazy memories of his time as the crown prince, as if it were a dream, and his personality differs from the original to suit his role, right?”

“That’s correct. But is there a problem with that?”

“Your goal is to reform the notorious lady and nurture her into a capable ruler, isn’t it? But how can you achieve that if the clone’s identity is that of a mere ‘servant’? He would have to obey his master even if she gave unreasonable orders.”

When Lucidra suggested that a tutor might be more suitable for the task, the crown prince tilted his head.

“Why do you assume that servants always obey their masters without question?”

“Because they’re servants?”

“Well, that’s not the case for the attendants in Geumun Palace.”

“…What?”

Lucidra’s eyes widened.

She could understand if servants under a fallen noble lacked respect for authority, but these were the attendants of the imperial crown prince himself. 

And they disobeyed orders?

“I once ordered that their work hours be reduced because they were too long. I told them that if there weren’t enough hands, we could hire more people. But instead, I received a collective plea begging me not to take their work away. After fierce negotiations, I had to compromise from my original goal of a six-hour, three-shift system to a nine-hour, two-shift one.”

“Another time, I suggested they make simple meals like hamburgers or sandwiches instead of spending so much time preparing full-course meals. The head chef roared like a lion, insisting that, as a matter of pride, he could never serve me something so crude. I had to engage in a cooking competition just to settle the dispute. In the end, we agreed that I could have my way only for lunch.”

“…”

“Servants, by nature, assert their opinions to their masters all the time. So why should ‘Cedric’ be any different?”

“Uh…”

“The base will be modeled after the attendants here, but there should be some flexibility. Fortunately, I have a good reference in Lenya. I plan to make use of it.”

Lucidra opened her mouth, looking like she had a lot to say, but Alondre ignored her.

This wasn’t the first time the former succubus, now a high-ranking demon, had reacted this way.

Meanwhile, the crown prince calmly began gathering his magic.

Multicolored energy strands condensed into an impossibly thin web, intertwining under his will to construct numerous intricate structures.

Watching as bones, muscles, and nerves were carefully layered one by one, Lucidra felt utterly dumbfounded.

The cloning magic she had provided should have simply popped out an identical copy with a snap. 

The spell automatically replicated the original’s traits, meaning the user didn’t need to understand the clone’s structure at all.

Yet, the crown prince was manually assembling the clone, piece by piece.

What was even more astonishing was that he was weaving together the unseen—its mind and soul—at the same time.

As a high-ranking demon who dealt with souls, Lucidra could already predict the result.

A bright-eyed, innocent-looking servant who spoke in a honeyed tone like Lenya but would firmly say “No” when necessary—

And on top of that, he would be just as competent as the elite attendants of Geumun Palace.

…Wait.

Wasn’t this just a ‘pure-eyed madman’?

A sudden realization sent chills down Lucidra’s spine.

But she made no move to stop the crown prince.

After all, she wouldn’t be the one suffering because of this.

***

Claudia blinked.

No matter how many times she opened and closed her eyes, the scene before her did not change.

Her servant lay on the floor, whimpering in submission.

A two-headed beast had suddenly burst into the room, yet instead of panicking, the attendant merely gave it a casual warning.

Ignoring the frozen Claudia, Cedric calmly set up a table in the room, arranging plates, utensils, and napkins with precision.

“My culinary skills are too lacking to present a proper full-course meal like the head chef, so I have prepared something simpler. I welcome your honest critique.”

He lightly pulled out a chair, gesturing for her to sit.

Claudia, snapping out of her daze, shot him a sharp glare.

But Cedric only met her gaze with large, innocent, puppy-like eyes.

“Is there anything else you require?”

“L…”

Grinding her teeth, Claudia reluctantly took her seat.

It was too late to ask how he had subdued the twin-headed beast, and demanding, ‘Why aren’t you reacting the way I expected?’ felt like admitting defeat. 

That wounded her pride.

She turned her gaze to the food on the table.

Cedric had called it “simple,” and indeed, there weren’t many dishes.

A bright yellow omelet, a couple of meat pieces that looked like steak but had a different texture, a bowl of soup, and a plate of salad.

Claudia apathetically scooped up a piece of the omelet.

‘Rice?’

It was puffier than a normal omelet—likely stuffed with fried rice, vegetables, and meat.

‘Well, whatever.’

She hadn’t intended to eat properly anyway.

The plan was to take a bite, pretend it was awful, and then hurl the plate at Cedric’s face.

She took a bite.

Her mind went blank.

Half-consciously, she scooped up another spoonful, this time making sure to include the red sauce drizzled on top.

Another bite.

The rice was perfectly fluffy, exuding a rich, savory aroma with each chew. 

The finely diced vegetables had been sautéed to release a subtle sweetness. 

The salted chicken provided just the right texture, and everything was wrapped together by the smooth, moist egg.

Claudia’s eye twitched.

‘Why… why is this delicious?’

Her brain screamed at her to stop eating and throw the plate, but her hands and mouth ignored her entirely.

This had to be some kind of devil’s magic.

Her gaze drifted to the two slabs of meat on the other plate.

They had been emitting a tantalizing aroma from the start.

Grabbing a knife, she pressed down.

The blade slid through effortlessly.

She speared a piece with her fork.

And took a bite.

“…!!”

A flood seemed to burst forth in her mouth.

Juices gushed out without hesitation, mingling with finely minced meat and a blend of other ingredients. 


Above it all, the rich sauce enveloped her tongue with its bold intensity.

The salad and soup were nothing extraordinary, familiar flavors she had tasted countless times before. 

Yet, when eaten alongside the main dishes, their flavors seemed to multiply, elevating the meal to another level.

Claudia silently continued moving her utensils, and before long, her plate was completely empty.

Had any of the other servants witnessed this sight, they would have been utterly shocked.

The amount of food Cedric had prepared wasn’t particularly excessive. 

However, Claudia was known for her small appetite and notoriously irritable nature. 

She would often leave her meals unfinished—or worse, overturn the entire table in a fit of rage.

Even Claudia herself seemed unable to understand her actions. 

She shot Cedric a glare, her golden eyes smoldering with frustration.

“You… what is this?”

“Omurice and Hamburg steak, accompanied by salad and soup!”

“I’m not asking for the menu!! What kind of trickery did you use to—?!”

“Trickery, ha ha ha. My lady, I am truly honored that you would praise my cooking so highly.”

What kind of madness is this?

Whether or not he noticed Claudia’s sheer disbelief, Cedric continued speaking with a bright smile.

“If the taste was so remarkable that you suspect I used some kind of sorcery, then that alone is a great honor for me as the temporary chef.”

A surge of indignation welled up inside her.

“How dare a mere servant mock me!?”

With a burst of fury, Claudia snatched up the knife in her hand and hurled it straight at Cedric’s face.

But Cedric didn’t so much as blink. 

He effortlessly caught the knife mid-air and, with the same infuriating smile, responded,

“There’s no need to feel so embarrassed! I, Cedric, am well known for my discretion! The fact that my lady was utterly engrossed in her meal shall remain a secret buried in my heart for all eternity!”

“Y-you little—!!”

What followed could only be described as complete chaos.

Forks, spoons, and plates soared through the air in a frenzied storm. 

Yet Cedric, rather than dodging, caught each object with practiced ease, neatly stacking them one by one. 

His meticulous effort to ensure that not a single drop of sauce or a scrap of food spilled onto the floor exuded an almost eerie level of precision.

Claudia’s face contorted with rage. 

Striding forward, she raised her hand to slap him across the face, but Cedric dodged effortlessly.

No matter how wildly she swung her hands, trying to catch hold of him, he evaded each attempt with infuriating ease.

“Will you just stand still!?”

“Hmm? And why, pray tell, should I do that?”

“Because you’re a servant!!”

Claudia’s voice cracked with frustration.

Servants were supposed to accept their mistress’s anger without resistance. 

That was the natural order of things. 

But this man standing before her—ignoring that unspoken rule—was unbearably insolent.

Cedric sighed, shaking his head as if he had just realized something.

“It seems my lady has misunderstood something.”

For a brief moment, Claudia felt triumphant. 

She thought he was about to offer an excuse, to scramble for forgiveness. 

But his next words shattered her expectations entirely.

“Nowhere in my contract does it state that I must quietly endure being struck for no valid reason. Furthermore, resorting to violence so recklessly may only serve to damage your dignity as a noblewoman. I strongly advise you to reconsider.”

Claudia’s lips parted, but no words came out.

Without waiting for her response, Cedric calmly resumed tidying the dining area. 

When everything was back in order, he turned toward the door.

Before stepping out, he bowed deeply.

“Then, I shall take my leave. If you require anything else, please do not hesitate to summon me.”

Click.

The door shut behind him, leaving behind a suffocating silence.

For a long time, Claudia remained motionless, as if she had been turned to stone.

—Creeeak…

The only sound in the room was the pitiful whimpering of the blood-hound beast at her feet, eyeing its mistress with anxious concern.

***

Outside the room, an elderly servant hurried over to Cedric.

“C-Cedric! Are you alright? Did she harm you anywhere?”

“Not at all! Everything went splendidly!”

“Whew… What a relief. Judging by the empty plates, it seems the young lady enjoyed your cooking.”

“It’s all thanks to the vast selection of quality ingredients in the household’s pantry. I must say, I was quite impressed!”

The elder servant chuckled.

“Well, this may only be the duchy’s vacation manor, but it still belongs to House Redbell—the wealthiest family in the kingdom. Of course, the ingredients would be of the highest quality.”

“You are absolutely right, sir!”

“Haha, I like your attitude. If the young lady continues eating properly like today, I might just make your meals a staple in this household.”

Cedric grinned.


“I take pride in my cooking, but I must admit, my repertoire isn’t particularly extensive. It’s nothing compared to the vast culinary expertise you possess. If you do entrust me with the task, I would be honored to receive your guidance as well.”

The elder servant laughed heartily, patting Cedric’s shoulder.

“Hah! You’ve got a silver tongue, boy. No wonder the young lady finds you so amusing.”

“Ha ha ha ha!”

“Ha ha ha ha!”



 
  Chapter 37: Servant Cedric (3) – Gap-eul Reverse


Claudia’s mornings were always late.

The mornings of her attendants, however, were always early.

While she remained half-asleep, caught between the remnants of her dreams and wakefulness, the mansion’s maids would enter at their designated time.

With careful precision, they would bathe her, brush her hair, and dress her in the finest garments.

Even in her groggy state, Claudia’s half-lidded gaze and dazed expression held the kind of beauty that belonged in a masterpiece, as if painted by an artist pouring their soul into the work.

But for the maids tending to her, there was nothing beautiful about this moment—only tension.

Because Claudia, in this state, was no different from a ticking time bomb.

If a brush caught a tangle in her hair, if her clothes pulled too hard against her skin while being fastened—if even the slightest discomfort roused her from her slumber—then that ethereal, serene expression would contort into a mask of rage.

The punishment would be immediate.

A slap was the most common form of retribution. 

Sometimes, a handful of hair would be ripped from the scalp, or worse, bruises would be left in places unseen. 

Yet, neglecting their duty was not an option either. 

If Claudia awoke on her own and found a single imperfection in her appearance, the result would be the same—punishment.

And so, the maids had only one choice: to be perfect.

A sigh escaped Claudia’s lips as she slowly stirred from her slumber, just as her preparations were nearing completion. 

Staring blankly at her reflection in the mirror, she frowned.

Something felt off.

It was as though she had forgotten something important.

Her mind drifted backward, retracing the final moments before she had fallen asleep the previous night.

‘When did I fall asleep? My last memory is… hazy.’

And then, the pieces clicked into place.

“Trickery, you say? Haha! My lady, you flatter me too much!”

“You needn’t be so bashful! Rest assured, I, Cedric, am known for my discretion! The fact that you were utterly absorbed in your meal shall remain a secret I take to my grave!”

“Well then, I shall take my leave! Should you require my services again, please do not hesitate to call upon me!”

The new servant. 

The food. 

Those clear, unwavering eyes. 

That lighthearted tone.

Memories of the previous night came flooding back—the sheer absurdity of it all, her own reaction, and the moment she had succumbed to unconsciousness from sheer shock.

Her lips parted on their own.

“Ah—”

“My lady?”

“Ah… Ahhhhhhh?!”

“My lady!? What’s wrong?! What happened, Lady Claudia?!”

***

The kitchen was a place of strict hierarchy.

It had to be.

With open flames and sharp knives in constant use, order was essential. 

A single mistake in the food could mean the downfall of the entire staff. 

As a result, the kitchen operated on an unspoken code—newcomers stayed in their place, and praise was earned through patience and diligence.

And yet, Cedric had completely overturned this unspoken rule.

He had single-handedly prepared a meal fit for nobility. 

He had bypassed the usual ranks and received direct praise from the head chef himself. 

For those who had been working there for years, it was a bitter pill to swallow.

And yet…

“Hey, Cedric! Are the potatoes peeled?”

“Yes, right here!”

“The onions—”

“All finely sliced!”

“The salad greens—”

“Washed and prepped!”

“Good, good. Well done!”

The resentment should have been there. 

But resentment was a fragile thing in the face of overwhelming competence.

More than that, Cedric’s presence had made their lives easier.

Had he been arrogant—had he strutted around with a self-important air—then surely, the whispers of discontent would have remained. 

But instead—

“Damn, how are you so fast at this?”

“Haha, how could I take all the credit? It’s all thanks to the invaluable guidance of my seniors!”

“W-Well, I am pretty good at teaching…”

“Oh, by the way, I’ve already fetched the water, so you can take a short break. Consider it a small token of appreciation.”

“Huh? You really didn’t have to—”

“But a little bit of luck now and then makes work all the more enjoyable, wouldn’t you agree?”

“…Y’know what? Yeah, that makes sense! Hah! I like this guy!”

His flawless charm, honed to perfection, melted away whatever lingering dissatisfaction might have existed.

Cedric made their jobs easier. 

He acknowledged their authority. 

Why should they bear a grudge?

And yet, the peaceful harmony of the kitchen did not last long.

“—WHERE IS THE NEW SERVANT?! COME OUT THIS INSTANT!”

A shrill, furious voice echoed through the mansion.

The jovial atmosphere shattered in an instant.

Every servant in the kitchen froze, their faces turning pale as the reality of the situation sank in.

That voice.

That unmistakable voice.

The ‘young lady’ of the house.

Fear gripped them. 

Some exchanged uneasy glances, dreading what was to come.

Then—

“…Cedric. Come with me. Now.”

The butler, Bastien. 

The second most powerful man in the household.


His voice was grim as he stepped into the kitchen, his expression clouded with concern.

“Yes, sir.”

Without hesitation, Cedric followed.

At the center of the mansion, a group of anxious servants stood rigid, their gazes filled with both pity and dread. 

Their eyes darted between Cedric and the towering figure at the center of the commotion.

Claudia.

Her sharp gaze locked onto Cedric like a predator fixating on its prey.

“…So. You’ve come.”

Her voice was as sharp as an ice pick, brimming with barely restrained fury.

But it wasn’t just her voice that sent shivers down the spines of those present.

By her side, five monstrous wolves—formed of blood, flesh, and bone—bared their fangs, waiting for her command.

Bastien’s expression darkened further.

Would she truly go so far as to take a life over this?

His eyes flickered toward Cedric, hoping—praying—that the young man would have the sense to bow, to beg for forgiveness before things escalated beyond repair.

But Cedric simply blinked.

There was no fear in his expression. 

No anxiety.

Only a calm, unreadable gaze.

Claudia’s lips twisted in irritation.

“Hey.”

“Yes, my lady?”

“Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

The room held its breath.

In the suffocating silence, Cedric finally spoke.

“Good morning, my lady! The weather is lovely today. How about a nice stroll to start the day?”

‘That’s not what she meant!!’

A single, unified thought passed through every servant present.

The wolves growled.

The five Blood Beasts surrounding them stirred uneasily, four of them growling in irritation.

However, something felt off. 

Sensing the anomaly, they turned their gaze toward the remaining one.

If their silent exchange could be put into human words, it would be something like: Why are you just standing there?

A whimper.

The last Blood Beast, however, avoided their accusing stares. 

It refused to pounce on Cedric, despite the clear expectations.

Its trembling form, as though seized by fear, made Claudia’s eyes twitch involuntarily.

The Blood Beasts, creatures summoned through an ancient ritual passed down in the Redbell family, were formidable. 

Even a single one of them possessed strength comparable to a third-rank warrior. 

Moreover, as long as they were not fatally wounded, they could return to Claudia’s body and regenerate, making them more fearless than ordinary predators.

And yet—

For such a beast to hesitate, despite knowing its master’s displeasure?

The implications were clear.

It had judged the human before it as someone who could erase its existence in an instant.

If—by some slim, almost impossible chance—this lowly servant truly was such a monster…

If he were to effortlessly subdue all of the attacking Blood Beasts…

If the other servants bore witness to that scene in real-time…

And worse, what if they thought: Oh, so the young lady isn’t as terrifying as we thought?

Of course, that possibility was slim.

The Blood Beasts were merely one tool among many that reinforced her authority. 

Her true power came from her Redbell lineage.

Still, the mere chance of humiliation gnawed at her pride.

As Claudia deliberated, a flash of inspiration struck her.

A slow, wicked smile spread across her lips.

She turned to Cedric and spoke in a voice laced with contempt.

“So you still don’t understand what you did wrong?”

“Wrong, my lady?” 

Cedric asked calmly. 

“If I have committed an offense, please tell me.”

“Hah! The fact that you’re making your master say it out loud already disqualifies you as a servant. You’re not even worth keeping around. Get out!”

Claudia’s mind raced.

For some unknown reason, this man had entered her estate as a servant.

If someone strong enough to intimidate a Blood Beast had willingly chosen to serve, there had to be a reason.

He must have a goal—one he couldn’t afford to abandon just yet.

Surely, he would beg her to stay.

“…Understood.”

“…What?”

The dazed words escaped her lips before she could stop them.

With slumped shoulders, Cedric let out a deep sigh. 

His face showed nothing but resignation and disappointment.

“If that is my lady’s decision, then I have no choice. It was an honor to serve you, even for a short time.”

He then turned, bowing to the other servants one by one, offering each of them a proper farewell.

Claudia’s pupils shook violently.

“W-Wait a minute! That’s it? You’re really fine with being fired?!”

“Well, my employment contract never stated that a master couldn’t fire a servant at will. I will have to be more careful next time. Ah, butler, about my final wages—how will that be handled?”

“Ah… er… well…”

Even Bestian, the head butler, seemed lost. 

Normally, he would have rebuked Cedric for his insolence and reinforced Claudia’s authority.

But today… neither Cedric nor Claudia were behaving normally.

Meanwhile, Claudia found herself gripped by another thought.

‘If he simply leaves like this… what about my revenge?’

She had been humiliated—manipulated by a mere servant.

And now she was expected to just let him go without repercussions? 

That was unacceptable.

But physically harming him was out of the question. 

His strength was a problem—he had already intimidated her Blood Beasts into submission.

She could contact the Redbell family for reinforcements. 

But what would she say?

“My servant humiliated me, and I can’t handle it myself. Please send the knights.”

Her father, the Marquess of Redbell, would question her sanity.

Her wretched siblings would laugh until they cried.

No. 

She couldn’t let him go.

‘Fine. As long as he remains employed, he is still my servant. There are plenty of ways to make him suffer.’

With a deep breath, she composed herself and spoke again.

“Well… if you’re really that desperate, I suppose I could retract your dismissal.”

Cedric’s downcast eyes lifted slightly, now focused on her.

“…No, thank you.”

“…Excuse me?”

“I cannot serve in a household where my employment could be terminated so suddenly. If I have to live with that uncertainty, I wouldn’t be able to dedicate myself fully to my duties. That would be unfair to my fellow servants. It’s best that I leave.”

Claudia’s cheek twitched.

‘This… little…!’

With a snap, she flicked open her fan, covering the lower half of her face.

“I assure you,” she said coolly, “that there will be no more sudden dismissals.”

Only then did Cedric’s eyes finally regain a hint of warmth.

His gaze softened, as if touched by her kindness.

For some reason, seeing that expression filled Claudia with satisfaction.

‘Yes. This is how it should be.’

A servant, deeply moved by even the smallest act of mercy from their master.

This was the natural order of things.

“My lady,” Cedric said.


“Hmph, spare me your gratitude.”

“No, that’s not it.”

“…What now?”

“I’d like that clause added to my contract.”

“……”



 
  Chapter 38: Servant Cedric (4) – This servant is really good


As the Crown Prince diligently worked through the piles of documents on his desk, Lucidra watched his actions through Cedric’s shadow, her face twisted in a skeptical expression.

“…So, this time, the concept is a servant, right?”

The Crown Prince, without lifting his eyes from the paperwork, responded casually.

“That’s right. If possible, I would have preferred a more specialized role, like a butler or a chef, with distinct characteristics. But since I couldn’t predict what tasks the employer would assign, I had to go for a broad concept.”

Lucidra frowned.

“Either way, you’re still working under someone. But… is this really going to work?”

No matter how she looked at it, he didn’t seem like a servant at all—more like something else entirely, merely disguised as one.

Whether he understood the unspoken part of her sentence or not, the Crown Prince answered nonchalantly.

“I told you, didn’t I? The servants of the Golden Cloud Palace always speak their minds.”

Lucidra scoffed. 

“No, from what I’ve seen so far, none of them were as unhinged as that one.”

The Crown Prince paused, deep in thought, before finally remarking, “Well, considering my own image has seeped into it quite a bit, there may be some… discrepancies from the original.”

Lucidra couldn’t help but question what kind of ‘servant’ this man had in mind. 

Did he perhaps believe that a servant’s sole mission was to torment their employer?

And he himself was an employer, wasn’t he?

Suppressing her incredulity, she refocused on observing through the shadow.

After all, this was a rare spectacle worth watching.

***

Meanwhile, in another part of the palace, an entirely different scene was unfolding.

“Mmm! This is a most satisfactory contract. I will do my utmost from now on, my lady!”

“…Sure.”

The atmosphere in the room was strangely delicate. 

Cedric beamed, his face practically glowing with enthusiasm, while Claudia slumped onto the sofa as though all the energy had been drained from her body.

She ground her teeth.

‘How did it come to this?’

Tracing back, it all started when she insisted on personally handling the servants’ employment contracts—normally the duty of the head butler, Bastien.

Knowing full well that Claudia had never negotiated a single employment contract in her life, Bastien had desperately tried to dissuade her. 

But once Claudia set her mind on something, there was no stopping her.

Of course, Claudia had her own plans. 

Having harbored resentment over Cedric’s frequent use of phrases like, “That’s not in the contract” or “The contract states that this is acceptable,” she intended to fill the agreement with clauses that would allow her to control him completely.

In the end, it was a futile dream.

***

“This clause stating, ‘The servant must perform any miscellaneous tasks requested by the employer’ is too vague. It would be better to specify the nature of the tasks. If that is difficult, at least a refusal clause should be included.”

“A 24-hour work schedule? Impossible, my lady. A worker deprived of proper rest will become mentally and physically exhausted, which is detrimental both to the individual and the workplace.”

“You ask if I know who you are? You are Lady Claudia of House Redvell, of course. Am I not afraid of future repercussions? Well, as I have committed no crimes, I have no reason to fear.”

“Allowing you to slap me? While I respect your personal preferences, it would be inappropriate to indulge such desires in a professional setting. Ah, and turning fifteen silver coins into fifteen gold coins? Haha, unfortunately, what’s impossible remains impossible!”

***

Employment Contract


	The servant shall serve the employer with sincerity, performing household duties and any miscellaneous tasks assigned by the employer.


	The servant may exercise the right to refuse additional tasks beyond those originally agreed upon. However, once agreed to, the task must be completed.


	If the servant fails to perform their duties properly, the employer may administer an appropriate punishment.


	The working hours shall be sixteen hours per day, excluding designated break times.


	The employer shall provide food, lodging, and clothing, and compensation shall be set at fifteen silver Birka per month.


	The contract shall last for three months, during which the employer may not arbitrarily dismiss the servant.


	The servant is obligated to maintain the confidentiality of the employer’s secrets.




Signed: Employer: [Claudia Redvell]

Employee: [Cedric]

***

Staring at the contract on the table, Claudia trembled with frustration.

No matter how she tried to sneak in exploitative clauses, intimidate him using her family’s name, or tempt him with outrageous pay, Cedric remained unshaken. 

Instead, he systematically addressed every loophole she hadn’t even considered, resulting in a five-page-long agreement.

Was this really necessary just to hire a single servant? 

She had been tempted to flip the table multiple times, but in the end, the contract was finalized.

‘Whatever. He’s mine now. I’ll make his life miserable…!!’

Her eyes burned with determination as she glared at Cedric.

“Hey.”

“Yes, my lady?”

“Talking too much makes my throat sore. Go make me some tea.”

“Understood! Please wait a moment!”

With an enthusiastic bow, Cedric briskly left the room. 

Claudia watched his retreating figure with displeasure before a wicked smirk curled on her lips.

The truth was, she wasn’t particularly fond of tea. 

She only sipped it in social gatherings for appearances’ sake, but she never understood what was so enjoyable about it.

It was bitter, the aroma was odd, and overall, it had no redeeming qualities.

But today, she didn’t mind it one bit.

No matter how perfectly Cedric brewed the tea, she could dismiss it outright.

Should she pour the scalding liquid onto his hands, feigning disgust at the taste?

Or perhaps she could force him to remake it over and over until he got it ‘right’?

“Haha… Haha… Haha… Hm.”

Immersed in her delightful fantasy, Claudia was interrupted by a knock at the door. Quickly composing herself, she responded coldly.

“Come in.”

With an unreadable expression, she watched Cedric as he entered, pushing a cart and skillfully preparing the tea.

She knew from experience that most servants would grow nervous under her piercing gaze and make mistakes.

Yet, as she observed him, Claudia found herself inwardly clicking her tongue.

No matter how sharply she scrutinized him, Cedric remained utterly unfazed, calmly brewing the tea with unwavering precision.

‘In any case, I can’t stand—’

Claudia’s grumbling, which had been continuing in her mind, suddenly halted.

She found herself inadvertently captivated by Cedric’s movements as he brewed tea.

A true expert’s actions, when they reach a certain level, possess a magnetic force that naturally draws the eyes of others.

Cedric’s technique was honed by none other than the elite servants of the Golden Palace, and his skill and precision were indisputably among the best in the industry.

Opulence and restraint—

Two contradictory concepts coexisted flawlessly in his every motion, making it seem as if his actions alone were an exquisite piece of art.

Claudia couldn’t tear her gaze away.

As the tea steeped, releasing its rich and delicate fragrance, Cedric carefully poured the deep crimson liquid into a teacup and placed it before her.

The mesmerizing red hue shimmered within the white porcelain, as if tempting her.

Enchanted by the harmony of aroma and color, Claudia brought the cup to her lips.

Not too hot, nor lukewarm—just the perfect temperature.

The flavor leaned slightly towards the sweet and tart, a blend that matched her palate flawlessly.

The fragrance sent tingles through her senses, while the warmth that trickled down her throat soothed her frayed nerves, spreading a calming heat throughout her body.

“Haa…”

A small sigh of satisfaction escaped Claudia’s lips.

Half-lost in the afterglow of the tea’s taste, she suddenly snapped back to her senses.

“Hah!”

With a start, she turned her head stiffly, almost like a wooden puppet.

There he was—Cedric.

Wearing a beaming, cheerful smile, the kind that could brighten anyone’s mood.

Yet to Claudia, it was nothing short of insufferably smug.

“It seems to be to your liking. What a relief.”

“Shut up!!”

Her face turning red, Claudia hurled the teacup.


Cedric, unfazed, caught it effortlessly and placed it back onto the table as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Thus began a perilous game of catch with the teacup, which only ended when Claudia, exhausted beyond measure, finally collapsed.

***

“Clean the mansion. The entire mansion! Don’t even think about resting until you’re done!!”

A few hours later—

“What? You’re finished? Ha! Don’t joke with me! Look, there’s dust… wait. There’s no dust. Over there, a fallen leaf—why is it clean?! The window should have water stains… why is it spotless!?”

— Attempt to nitpick the cleaning: Failed.

(Cedric’s reputation among the servants increased.)

“Cook me a meal. Without meat, eggs, fish, or milk. If you can’t even manage a proper course meal, at least prove yourself with this.”

A while later—

“Wait, isn’t this meat? No? It’s mushrooms and tofu? Ha, so it’s just a cheap imitation? Hah! Like I’d be satisfied with some half-baked— ………Wait. What’s with that look? Stop looking at me like that!!”

— Attempt to find fault in cooking: Failed.
(Claudia’s meal portions increased.)

***

“You’ll take care of my Hellblood Beasts. And I’m warning you, no beating or intimidating them with force. A real caretaker doesn’t raise animals through violence. If even one of them shows dissatisfaction, you’re the one going into their enclosure. Understood?”

Some time later—

“Tch, they’re calmer than I expected. Well, at least you seem to be good at putting them to sleep, but that’s nothing special. As long as the weather is nice, even I could—what? ‘Give me your paw’? …Paw! Right paw! Left paw! Right foot! Left foot! Roll over! Hahaha! What is this?! Hey, tell me—what other tricks do they know— …Wait, no! This isn’t what I meant!!”

— Attempt to criticize animal care: Failed.
(Servants occasionally spotted Claudia playing with the Hellblood Beasts afterward.)

***

“What the hell is this?!!”

Claudia pounded her fists into a pillow on her bed, venting her frustration.

The finest bedding, worth more than most commoners’ entire fortunes, was reduced to a disheveled mess under her furious assault.

White feathers fluttered through the air as she tore into the pillow before tossing it aside with a scowl.

“Cedric, Cedric!!”

Never in her life had she called a mere commoner’s name with such passion.

Nor had she ever experienced the sheer frustration of failing to control someone as she pleased.

He was utterly anomalous.

His skills as a servant were beyond comparison—either equal to or superior to any competitor.

And yet, despite his politeness, there was an underlying defiance in his attitude.

Although bound by contract to serve her, he displayed none of the blind fear or reverence that commoners typically showed toward nobles.

Rolling across the bed in agitation, Claudia’s gaze eventually landed on the grand mirror standing in the corner of the room.

Her reflection was an alluring mess—hair disheveled, attire slightly askew, her expression somewhere between frustration and intrigue.

It was an image tempting enough to bewitch a man.

A thought flickered through her mind.

With a smirk, she deliberately left her disarrayed state untouched and casually draped a blanket over herself before ringing Cedric’s personal bell—one that had been created specifically for him due to how often she summoned him.

Knock, knock.

“You called for me, my lady?”

Cedric’s voice came from beyond the door, followed by the sound of it opening.

Still smirking, Claudia commanded him with an air of arrogance.

“The pillow is ruined. Clean it up. And straighten up the room while you’re at it.”

Naturally, cleaning up the scattered feathers would require him to look toward the bed.

Which meant he would inevitably see Claudia in her more-than-usual state of dishevelment.

If his eyes lingered on her, even for a second, that would be an act of insolence.

If he flustered and tried to avoid looking at her, that too would be amusing.

Thinking this, Claudia grinned—

Only to nearly stagger backward at what she saw next.

Cedric, now donning a paper bag over his head (with no holes for vision), strode forward to begin cleaning.

“…What the hell is that!?”


“Hahaha! I figured something like this might happen, so I trained myself to work without relying on sight! I never thought I’d get to use this technique in my daily routine, but thanks to you, my lady, I now have the perfect opportunity! Oh, my lady, I am ever so grateful for your generosity!”

Claudia hurled the remains of the pillow at him.

The paper-bag-headed gentleman caught it with unnecessarily graceful movements, stuffed it into a leather sack, and resumed cleaning.

Claudia’s face twisted into a pained grimace.

She had lost.

Again.



 
  Chapter 39: Servant Cedric (5) – Product Value


Butler Bastien was deep in thought.

It was none other than Cedric’s treatment that weighed on his mind.

‘Is it really okay to leave him as he is?’

It wasn’t that Cedric lacked competence. 

No—if anything, he was overwhelmingly capable.

Laundry, gardening, cooking, cleaning, and even the most menial of labor—no matter what task was assigned to him, he executed it with near perfection.

But there was just one problem.

The principle of ‘respecting one’s master’ was where Cedric fell far short.

In fact, it would be more accurate to say he was failing spectacularly.

What kind of servant, in the entire world, would use a contract as an excuse to talk back to their master, nitpick at their words, and even have the audacity to tease them?

If word of Claudia and Cedric’s relationship ever spread through the noble circles of Birka, Claudia would instantly become the laughingstock of high society.

And yet, Bastien couldn’t bring himself to simply dismiss Cedric.

“Cedric! Where are you?! Get out here this instant!”

As always, Claudia’s shrill cry echoed throughout the mansion.

Yet the servants, having heard this countless times before, neither flinched nor showed any sign of concern. 

They simply carried on with their work, unbothered.

This was a stark contrast to a few weeks ago, when the mere sound of Claudia’s voice had sent most of the household staff into a panic, some even collapsing into fits of nervous tremors.

The reason was simple.

For a servant, ‘Claudia’s attention’ had always been a calamity in itself.

To be noticed by her and come out unscathed was about as rare as lightning striking from a clear blue sky.

But now, all of Claudia’s unwanted attention was being completely monopolized by Cedric.

For the other servants, this meant peace—blessed, precious peace.

Some even prayed to the goddess that these peaceful days would never end.

Bastien, who had long suffered from the endless turnover of household staff due to Claudia’s antics, couldn’t deny that he, too, found this arrangement rather agreeable.

‘Hmm. Now that I think about it, the young lady personally signed a three-month contract with him. As her butler, I have no authority to change that.’

‘Yes. That’s it. That’s the only reason I’m keeping him.’

He absolutely, definitely wasn’t trading the tranquility of his stomach and hairline for the young lady’s suffering.

With this thought thoroughly rationalized, Bastien leisurely smoothed his mustache, indulging in a rare moment of luxury.

***

Claudia was beginning to suspect something.

‘Did I… perhaps… mess with someone I shouldn’t have?’

Fifteen days.

One hundred and thirty-eight attempts.

That was how many times Claudia had tried to get the better of Cedric—only to suffer humiliating defeat after humiliating defeat.

She had exhausted nearly every trick and abuse of power available within the estate, yet he evaded all of them with infuriating ease.

Worse still, Cedric had begun to enjoy her challenges.

No—he was definitely enjoying them.

She had proof. 

The one time she had resorted to reusing an old scheme out of sheer desperation, he had openly shown his disappointment.

No matter how much malice she poured into her actions, no matter how petty or cruel she was, Cedric brushed it all off as if it were nothing more than a gentle breeze.

Her pride was already in tatters.

“Milady, your omelet rice and hamburger steak set is served.”

Cedric, as always, executed his serving with flawless precision.

Claudia shot him a glare before turning her attention to the food instead.

No matter how annoying the cook was, the food itself had done nothing wrong.

Tender, juicy minced meat.

Fluffy eggs and perfectly steamed rice.

And that rich, tangy sauce drizzled on top.

Normally, she grew tired of dishes quickly and threw tantrums at the chefs for something new, but this—Cedric’s cooking—was different.

She could eat it everyday and never grow bored.

Especially the balance of sweet and sour flavors. 

Perfect.

After finishing her meal at the garden’s outdoor table, Claudia sipped her tea—one made precisely to her taste, prioritizing sweetness and warmth over fragrance.

It was then that she noticed Cedric watching her.

His expression was… strange.

“What? Have you finally fallen for my beauty?”

“Hahaha! The young lady is quite stunning!”

“Pfft! Cough, cough!”

Claudia choked on her tea, breaking into a fit of harsh coughing.

Dabbing her mouth with the handkerchief Cedric handed her, she eyed him warily.

“…What are you scheming this time?”

“Scheming? With all due respect, milady, haven’t you been the one constantly scheming? I don’t recall ever initiating anything.”

“Don’t call it scheming when I’m the one doing it!”

“I’ll let that slide.”

“Don’t let it slide!”

This man. He was openly ignoring his master now.

Claudia glowered at him, but upon seeing his completely shameless face, she could only let out a long sigh.

“So? What do you really want? Do you actually have something to say?”

“It’s nothing major, but… I was simply curious—what is your goal, milady?”

“My goal?”

“Yes. Something you wish to accomplish, something you want to become, something you aspire to. A goal like that.”

Claudia scoffed, curling her lips into a smirk.

“My current goal is to slap an insolent servant as much as I please.”

It was meant to be a sharp jab, but Cedric’s reaction was completely unexpected.

“Then, milady, shouldn’t you be working toward that goal?”

“…Hah?”

Ignoring her bewilderment, Cedric continued with a perfectly straight face.

“The most obvious approach would be to train your stamina. As it stands, you can barely run at full speed for ten minutes without collapsing—you’ll never catch me like that.”

“…What.”


“Or, you could study magic. Spells like ‘Summon Vines’ or ‘Drop Iron Bars’ are particularly effective for restraining someone.”

“…Are you serious right now.”

“Training the bloodhounds you already own is also an option. A skilled hunting dog saves a hunter considerable effort.”

Claudia fell into stunned silence.

Cedric had been in the estate long enough now to fully grasp her daily routine.

From the outside, the life of a noble lady might seem like a carefree paradise above the clouds, but in reality, they had their own burdens and struggles.

And yet, Cedric—her infuriating, untouchable servant—was casually suggesting actual strategies to help her accomplish her ridiculous goal.

For the first time in a long while, Claudia was at a loss for words.

In noble society, it was expected that one would receive a well-rounded education—languages, literature, religion, and the arts, including music, dance, and painting.

Social gatherings were another requirement, where political networking took place. 

As the mistress of a grand estate, one was expected to oversee various affairs, both great and small.

But Claudia did none of these things.

No tutors visited the mansion to teach her. 

She did not partake in religious activities. 

She had no connections with other noblewomen.

Aside from eating and sleeping, her only activities consisted of wandering the mansion, tormenting the servants, or playing in the gardens with the bloodhounds.

Even as the most cherished daughter of the House of Redvell, her behavior was incomprehensible.

And that was exactly why Cedric was now questioning her.

“Why do you do nothing but let time pass?”

Claudia, who had remained silent with a complicated expression, suddenly felt a surge of irritation.

She snapped at him.

“And what do you know? Do you think a mere servant like you can solve my problems?”

The smile that had been ever-present on Cedric’s face disappeared.

He looked at her seriously and replied,

“As you say, I may not be able to solve them.”

“But at the very least, I can try. I can think things through with you. Even if I am only here for a limited time, I am still your servant, and you are my lady.”

“So please, tell me. What is it that troubles you so deeply?”

Claudia’s lips parted slightly.

By noble standards, Cedric’s reasoning was not even worth listening to.

How could she entrust her inner thoughts to an outsider who could leave at any moment? 

What if he spread strange rumors?

But to Claudia, who had long since discarded any concern for her reputation, his words held some strange weight.

He was capable yet odd, meticulous yet unpredictable.

Perhaps, just perhaps, this man—so unlike anyone she had ever met—might hold an answer she had never considered.

And so, with an air of resignation, she began to speak.

***

The Marquis of Redvell had two wives.

The first was Julieta Plain, the daughter of a baron. 

She had married him before he had restored the House of Redvell to its current prominence.

But once the Marquis had built his success, she had met an untimely demise in an “unfortunate accident.”

Soon after, he remarried.

His second wife, Claudia’s mother, was Roberia Virka—a princess of the Virka royal family.

From the moment they wed, he cherished her deeply.

Not out of love, but because their marriage was the key to his ambitions.

A union with royalty had solidified his status and provided him with the political leverage to expand his influence.

If Roberia bore him a son, that child would have a claim—however slight—to the Virka throne.

Considering the unstable political landscape and the Marquis’s own cunning, it was entirely possible that he could maneuver his way to controlling an entire kingdom.

But Roberia was frail, and bearing a child took a toll on her health.

Determined to secure an heir, the Marquis spared no expense in procuring remedies and treatments for her condition. Eventually, his efforts bore fruit, and she conceived their first child.

The problem?

The child was a girl.

Under Virka’s laws, royal women could give birth to heirs but could not inherit the throne themselves.

The Marquis was disappointed, but he did not reveal his frustration outright.

He simply resolved to try again.

In the meantime, he played the role of the devoted husband and father, showering his wife with care and lavishing affection upon their daughter.

Unaware of her father’s true intentions, the young girl grew up believing she was loved.

But her happiness was short-lived.

The Marquis’s relentless pursuit of an heir eventually cost Roberia her life.

She had not survived her second pregnancy.

The baby, too, was lost.

Overcome with grief, the girl sought comfort in the only family she had left.

But her father turned away from her.

No matter how much she clung to him, no matter how hard she worked to earn his praise, he treated her as if she did not exist.

No—more accurately, he did not pretend she was entirely invisible.

There had been one instance where he had shown concern.

“When I tripped and cut my face,” Claudia said, her voice cold. 

“That was the only time.”

Cedric listened in silence.

“He picked me up, looked me in the eyes, and told me to be careful not to get hurt.”

A small, bitter laugh escaped her lips.

“I thought, ‘Ah, he does care about me. He’s just grieving. Deep down, he still loves me.’”

“So I decided to be a good girl. I didn’t complain, I didn’t cry, I studied hard—I did everything I could to make him proud.”

“And do you know what he said to me in the end?”

Her expression twisted with scorn, her voice laced with mocking derision.

「You’re doing well. You understand how to increase your value. Thanks to you, my work has become easier.」

「There are many noblemen interested in taking you as their wife. Do your best to entice them. Ideally, find an old man who will die soon. Someone easy to control.」

That was it.

The Marquis had never cared about her well-being.


He had not been worried that she might be hurt—only that the “product” he intended to sell might lose its value.

The moment she realized this, every effort she had made, every struggle she had endured, felt utterly meaningless.

She turned to Cedric, her eyes burning.

“There. I told you what was on my mind. Now tell me—do you still think I should try?”

“Should I keep improving myself, just so my father can sell me at a higher price?”



 
  Chapter 40: Servant Cedric (6) – Direction of Effort


Cedric looked at Claudia.

Her face, filled with endless hostility and a faint smirk, was provocative—almost as if daring him to try and solve her problems if he could. 

And yet, at the same time, there was a desperate plea hidden within her expression, as if begging him to help her somehow.

Conflicting emotions, but nothing strange. 

After all, human emotions were always complex.

‘Hmm.‘

Cedric understood that well—because he was no different.

His own feelings toward this situation were equally complicated.

From a noble’s perspective, Claudia’s complaints seemed nothing more than childish whining. 

After all, what had allowed her to enjoy a life of luxury in the first place? 

The name Redvell.

Sumptuous feasts, extravagant clothing that commoners could never even dream of touching, a warm and comfortable bed—everything had been gifted to her by her family.

And yet, despite having indulged in all these privileges, she now refused to bear the responsibilities that came with being the daughter of the Redvell Marquis.

Where could one find such naivety?

But when viewed from the perspective of an individual, rather than a noble, Cedric found her words entirely understandable.

If parents poured vast amounts of money into their child’s education, would it be fair for them to demand, “Since I spent so much on you, you must now pursue the career I choose for you”?

Would it be right to thrust a life upon a child without asking for their opinion, only to later treat all the privileges they were given as a debt to be repaid?

Cedric was once the Crown Prince.

A man of immense stature.

But to him, his memories of that life felt distant, like remnants of a dream.

So he responded plainly.

“Hmm… The Marquis is being rather unreasonable.”

Claudia’s eyes widened in shock.

Of course, they did.

Never in her wildest dreams did she expect a servant—a mere servant—to openly criticize the Marquis of Redvell, here in the heart of his own domain.

She instinctively turned her head left and right, scanning the area in alarm.

Seeing her reaction, Cedric chuckled.

“What are you so afraid of? You’ve done nothing but complain until now.”

“Th-That’s different! It’s fine if I say it, but you—!”

“What does it matter? My master is you, not the Marquis.”

Cedric spoke as if he truly couldn’t understand the issue.

And Claudia, caught off guard, swallowed hard.

Before she had begun her rebellious streak, many servants had surrounded her.

They had all expressed their willingness to help her in any way they could. 

They had urged her to share her troubles, to confide in them.

But the moment Claudia finally voiced her true feelings, their expressions had all changed.

“The Marquis surely didn’t mean it like that, my lady.”

“Marriage isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Try to think of it in a positive light.”

“My lady, you mustn’t say such immature things. It is only natural for a daughter to obey her father’s wishes.”

Some tried to pacify her.

Some offered empty words of comfort.

And some simply turned cold, their attitudes shifting in an instant.

That was when Claudia realized the truth.

The servants who had seemed so loyal to her were, in the end, not hers.

They were her father’s.

It was only natural.

Between the mighty Marquis of Redvell and a mere girl living under his shadow, it was obvious where their loyalty lay.

But the man before her now—Cedric—was different.

He had just said, without hesitation, that she was more important to him than her father.

Claudia fidgeted, suddenly uncertain of what to say.

Seeing her turmoil, Cedric simply shrugged.

“I understand why you’ve become so rebellious, my lady. But I must say, it’s not a very effective strategy.”

“…What? Are you telling me to just obediently follow my father’s orders?”

“It’s not about the goal, but the method. To put it bluntly, your current approach isn’t affecting the Marquis’s plans in the slightest.”

“What?”

Claudia blinked in confusion.

She hadn’t expected those words.

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s assume the Marquis intends to remarry. Even if rumors spread that he enjoys beating commoners for fun, do you think there wouldn’t be noble families willing to wed their daughters to him?”

Claudia hesitated.

Not because she didn’t know the answer—she did.

But because she was beginning to grasp the implications of that answer.

“Even if the Marquis had a terrible reputation, there would still be plenty of families eager to form an alliance with him. ‘He mistreats commoners? Abuses his servants?’ So what? We’re talking about the leader of one of the kingdom’s most powerful noble houses—practically second in command to the king himself.”

Cedric’s voice was calm, his usual smirk absent.

“The girl being forced into the marriage might hate it, sure. But what does that matter? If her family head decides the marriage is in their best interest, they’ll force it through regardless. The same applies to you, my lady.”

Any family seeking to tie themselves to House Redvell wouldn’t care about Claudia’s petty acts of rebellion.

Because to them, she wasn’t important.

What mattered was the connection to Redvell itself.

“If your goal is simply to make the Marquis sigh and think, ‘What a waste, I could have sold her for a higher price,’ then you’re doing just fine.”

“But if you actually want to stop this marriage from happening… then your current actions are completely meaningless.”

“It’s not like the Marquis will stop using you just because you threw a tantrum.”

Claudia’s fingers trembled.

Cedric had been gentle with his words, but deep down, she knew it.

Her defiance was never truly meant to change anything.

It was just a way to express her frustration.

A desperate cry, hoping someone—anyone—would listen.

She had already sensed, in the back of her mind, that it was futile.

And now, faced with the truth, she felt as though she were suffocating.

With a voice shaking in both rage and despair, she snapped,

“Then what am I supposed to do?! If it’s meaningless no matter what I do—then what the hell should I do?!”

Cedric replied smoothly.


“Oh, that’s simple. If doing something poorly has no effect, then you either do it exceptionally well… or exceptionally badly.”

At first, it sounded like nonsense.

But Claudia, shaken by his earlier words, looked up at him with teary eyes.

“Go on.”

“Ruining things completely is easy. You just need to cause a disaster so severe that even the name ‘Redvell’ can’t cover for you.”

“Like what?”

Cedric tilted his head in thought.

“Hmm. If you were to… say, completely disfigure your face, wouldn’t that ruin your chances of marriage?”

“H-Hic!”

Claudia let out a startled hiccup and took a step back.

Had he said it in a menacing tone, she might have brushed it off.

But he had delivered such horrifying words in the same tone one might use to discuss dinner plans.

Which somehow made it even more terrifying.

“A-A different disaster! Something else!”

“You could shave off all your hair and use some kind of medication to prevent it from growing back! I’ll look for something that doesn’t hurt too much.”

“Stop saying such horrifying things! Isn’t there some other way to handle this?”

“Hmm… But let’s be honest, aren’t the nobles of this kingdom basically garbage? If you suddenly ran out into the streets and started a public execution event for commoners, these nobles would probably just say, ‘Oh my, how barbaric,’ and move on.”

Claudia fell silent.

Because, if she were being honest, she knew he had a point.

Cedric continued, “Well, you see, it’s easy to do something terribly wrong, but the consequences would be equally severe. You’d either leave a permanent scar on your body or watch your reputation plummet from ‘wild troublemaker’ or ‘ruthless woman’ to ‘absolute irredeemable trash.’”

“Did you just imply that I’m already considered a ‘wild troublemaker’ or a ‘ruthless woman’?”

“I did. Is that a problem?”

“…”

Claudia opened her mouth, then closed it, only to let out a sigh.

“Yeah, well, it’s not like this is the first time you’ve treated me like a dog.”

Cedric frowned.

In a tone of complete seriousness, he said, “My lady, I have never treated you like a dog.”

“Oh, please. You don’t have to say it outright. It’s obvious from your attitude.”

“Comparing you to a dog would be an insult… to dogs.”

“You bastard!!”

Claudia, a noblewoman by birth, had just let out a curse more befitting a rowdy tavern adventurer.

Cedric, unfazed, effortlessly caught the teacup and dessert plate she hurled at him before calmly continuing, “It is true that your situation is rather pitiful. And yes, the Marquis has been excessively harsh on you. But that alone does not excuse the burden you’ve placed on those around you. That’s something you need to acknowledge.”

Claudia scowled but didn’t interrupt him.

“That’s why,” Cedric went on, “choosing the best path will be the hardest one. You’ll have to rebuild your reputation and achievements from the ground up.”

“And if I do that, will my situation change? I’ll still be sold off in the end, won’t I?”

“That depends on how well you do. If your reputation and achievements surpass a certain threshold, the Marquis will start to reconsider.”

“Reconsider what?”

“Whether selling you off is truly the best option—or if keeping you is more beneficial.”

The Marquis of Redvell was a ruthless man.

He didn’t care about his daughter’s happiness. 

The only thing that mattered to him was whether she was useful or not.

But precisely because he was that kind of person, persuading him with logic and results, rather than emotions, was possible.

“Gain the trust of the servants. Earn the support of the common folk. Make everyone acknowledge your abilities. Make the Marquis hesitate at the thought of giving you away.”

“That… is that even possible?”

“It is.”

Cedric’s tone was unwavering.

He believed in Claudia’s potential with a conviction even she couldn’t muster for herself.

“You already possess everything you need—beauty, wealth, a unique bloodline, and a highly promising territory. The only things you lack are two things.”

“And what would those be?”

“The will to succeed… and faith in me.”

Cedric held her gaze, waiting for an answer.

Claudia hesitated.

It all sounded absurd. 

Impossible.

And yet…

‘It’s not like I serve the Marquis anyway. My loyalty lies with you.’

That casual remark, spoken so nonchalantly, had left a deeper impact on her than anything else.

“…Fine. I’ll do it. I just have to try, right?”

At her response, a faint smile played on Cedric’s lips.

“Excellent, my lady. From this moment on, I, Cedric, will dedicate myself fully to ensuring that you become a ruler worthy of your name.”

Claudia swallowed hard.

For the first time, the man who had always seemed like an erratic, unpredictable rogue now looked like the gallant knight from a storybook.

Thinking back, it wasn’t his words or his blatant disregard for her that had made him seem so wild—it was his tone and attitude. 

His every action had always been executed with the grace of nobility.

Perhaps he had only been treating her that way because she herself had failed to act like a proper noble.

If she proved herself, would he change his demeanor as well?

A hazy vision formed in Claudia’s mind—one where she sat under the warm sunlight, gracefully sipping tea, with Cedric standing by her side, ever loyal.

Not bad.

Not bad at all.

Unconsciously, she nodded.

“So… what do I do first?” 

She asked hesitantly.


Cedric answered without hesitation.

“Start by bowing your head and sincerely apologizing to every servant in this mansion. And just to be clear—no half-hearted excuses like ‘I had no choice’ or ‘Well, I already said sorry, isn’t that enough?’”

“My lady?”

“Ugh… Fine.”





 
  Chapter 41: Servant Cedric (7) – Image Improvement. Mansion Edition.


If someone were to ask Neria, a maid of the estate, who the scariest person in the world was, she would have no hesitation in answering: ‘The Young Mistress.’

“Ouch! …Hey, are you joking right now!?”

It all started with a trivial mistake.

While assisting the Young Mistress with her morning grooming, Neria had accidentally caught a small portion of her mistress’s hair in the comb. 

It was an incident that could happen to anyone—a minor mishap, nothing more.

But for this seemingly small mistake, Neria was beaten so severely that her face bruised, and she spent an entire day writhing in pain.

From then on, it became an endless cycle.

Just catching sight of the Young Mistress or sensing her presence made Neria instinctively shrink away in fear. 

Trying to perform household chores in such a state only led to more mistakes. 

And each mistake invited harsher scolding, which made her even more nervous.

Some of the other maids, pitying the newcomer, tried to arrange for her to be reassigned, but there was only so much they could do. 

The constant turnover of servants, unable to endure the mistress’s abuse, meant that the household staff was always stretched thin.

Neria herself had thought countless times about quitting. 

But she never actually handed in her resignation.

She couldn’t afford to.

Having lost her parents at an early age, she was solely responsible for raising her younger siblings. 

The generous salary offered by this estate was not something she could simply walk away from.

For someone like Neria, the recent changes in the household were a welcome relief.

The Young Mistress’s attention had shifted entirely to a newly hired male servant. 

Because of this, Neria found herself with a little more breathing room.

But even as she cautiously enjoyed this newfound peace, a lingering unease remained.

Knowing her mistress’s terrifying nature, she doubted this tranquility would last.

“I’m sorry. I was too harsh before.”

So when the Young Mistress suddenly bowed her head and apologized, Neria could do nothing but stand there in stunned silence.

Judging by the sharp intake of breath from the surrounding maids, she wasn’t the only one shocked.

The Young Mistress glanced at her, seemingly gauging her reaction.

Realizing she had yet to respond, Neria quickly opened her mouth, her voice hurried and frantic.

“I-It’s fine! Really, it’s fine! It was all my mistake, so you don’t need to apologize, Young Mistress!”

She bowed deeply, lower than the mistress herself.

Though a part of her felt guilty, fear overwhelmed all other emotions.

She couldn’t see this apology as genuine. 

Instead, she suspected it was a test.

If she foolishly stiffened her back and dared to say, ‘Yes, you really were too much’, and her mistress suddenly flipped, what would happen then?

“No, I…”

Seeing Neria so thoroughly intimidated, the Young Mistress trailed off, letting out a quiet sigh.

“…It won’t happen again. And as an apology, I’ve arranged for you to receive extra pay this month. Please accept it.”

And just like that, it was over.

Without saying anything more, without finding fault in anything else, the Young Mistress turned and walked away.

She went to each maid in turn, bowing and offering words of apology.

Only after the mistress had completely left the area did Neria finally relax, tension draining from her body.

A senior maid, who often helped her, approached.

“Neria, are you alright?”

“Yes, somehow…”

“Well, I never thought I’d see something like this in my lifetime.”

This senior maid, who had served not only the Redvell family but other noble households as well, looked utterly astounded.

Nobles were not known for apologizing to their servants.

For them, admitting fault and seeking forgiveness from those beneath them was seen as a disgrace, a loss of face. 

Most would refuse to apologize outright. 

At best, they might compensate with money, send a message through a third party, or frame it as a misunderstanding rather than a direct wrongdoing.

In that sense, what Claudia had just done was nothing short of shocking.

She had bowed her head publicly, without sugarcoating her words, directly admitting her fault.

“The Young Mistress seems to have changed a lot.”

At the senior maid’s words, Neria gazed at the spot where Claudia had just been.

To be honest, the apology hadn’t particularly moved her.

It was understandable. 

Wounds of the heart didn’t heal so easily.

But still.

Just a little.

A tiny bit.

For the first time, she wondered—perhaps, just perhaps, something might truly change.

***

With a dull thud, Claudia collapsed onto her bed without even changing her clothes.

It had taken nearly two hours to personally seek out and apologize to each servant in the estate.

Physically, it hadn’t been exhausting. 

But mentally?

It was crushing.

The humiliation of lowering herself before those she once deemed insignificant.

The shame of bowing her head in front of onlookers.

But above all, what weighed on her the most was—

“You’ve realized now, haven’t you? That an apology alone won’t change anything.”

“Ugh.”

The voice from beside her made Claudia flinch violently.

Turning her head, she glared at Cedric, her gaze filled with resentment.

Her disheveled attire and the vulnerable, almost pleading look in her eyes might have stirred the hearts of other men.

But Cedric remained as unshaken as ever.

“They didn’t accept your apology because they truly forgave you,” he said matter-of-factly. 

“They accepted it because you are a noble, because you are the daughter of House Redvell, because you are their employer. They had no choice. I’m sure you felt it too.”

Claudia couldn’t refute him.

Because he was right.


Even after her apologies, the servants still feared her. 

They still looked at her warily, wondering what ulterior motive she might have.

An apology alone was not enough.

And Claudia was only now beginning to understand just how deep her sins ran.

***

Claudia couldn’t help but question it.

“Is this even meaningful? No one seems to believe it, and they don’t look too pleased about it either.”

“A young lady, forgiveness is not an item displayed for sale.”

“What?”

“Just because you apologize does not mean the other person is obligated to return it with forgiveness. That is a misconception—and arrogance.”

Claudia’s eyes wavered as she stared at the floor.

She hesitated before asking cautiously, “Then, what should I do?”

“You’ve expressed your intent through words. Now, all that remains is to prove it through actions. And in that regard, you are in quite an advantageous position, my lady. Since your past reputation was already at rock bottom, even acting ‘normally’ or displaying a ‘slightly friendly’ demeanor will yield dramatic effects.”

When someone known for their kindness commits a minor wrongdoing, people react with immense criticism. 

Conversely, when someone known for their cruelty performs a small act of goodwill, people reassess them with newfound intrigue.

Claudia’s reputation was, without a doubt, at its lowest. 

Expectations surrounding her were abysmally low. 

However, precisely because of this, even the slightest shift in behavior could leave a profound impression.

“Especially since you are both beautiful and of noble lineage. While it may not be to your liking, these are significant advantages in what you are attempting to achieve.”

A wounded soldier collapses in the field, and someone tends to his injuries.

If a humble village woman treated his wounds with a scrap of cloth, he would think, ‘What a kind deed.’

If a beautiful princess personally tended to his wounds with her own handkerchief, he would think, ‘What an honor!’

It may sound absurd, but the real impact of such actions cannot be ignored—especially in a society where the concept of hierarchy is deeply ingrained.

Although the borderlands of the Kingdom of Virca had seen the nobility’s incompetence for nearly a hundred years, weakening these hierarchical beliefs, the capital—where the lands of House Redvell resided—was different. 

There, many commoners still viewed nobles as inherently great and superior.

Cedric advised her to take full advantage of this.

“Every now and then, acknowledge your servants. If one performs their duties exceptionally well, offer them words of praise. If someone achieves something noteworthy, reward them appropriately, and ensure other servants witness their recognition.”

“When dealing with mistakes, show leniency. But that does not mean forgiving all transgressions. While indiscriminate forgiveness may temporarily boost loyalty, in the long run, it will erode your authority.”

“Establish clear standards for rewards and punishments in your mind. Let your servants infer these standards without making them explicit rules. The moment these standards become codified, they will begin adhering to them rather than to you.”

“However, if you reveal only part of your standards while keeping some aspects ambiguous, this vagueness will become a tool for you to wield at your discretion.”

To be honest, Claudia did not fully comprehend everything Cedric was saying.

She vaguely acknowledged that her past actions toward her servants were wrong, but she still did not grasp the gravity of her behavior. 

She also struggled to embody the qualities of a ruler that Cedric described.

It was only natural.

Having lived her entire life as a spoiled noble’s daughter, it was impossible to change overnight just because she resolved to do so.

But that was fine.

Whenever Claudia made a mistake, Cedric pointed it out and guided her toward improvement.

Whenever she had doubts, Cedric provided her with clear answers.

She was not a prodigy who could grasp everything instantly, but she was at least capable of learning through repetition.

***

“The head maid, Paula, is self-conscious about her short tenure in her position. Due to a series of senior maids leaving the household, she was promoted to oversee all maids despite only having three years of experience. If you acknowledge her authority, she will undoubtedly be deeply moved.”

“The gardener, Rudolf, is under considerable stress. The garden he painstakingly tends to is constantly ravaged by rampaging blood beasts. If you casually remark that you’ve noticed his hard work and appreciate his efforts, he will surely be delighted.”

“The head chef, Cruallo, worries that you dislike his cooking. Rather than blindly praising his dishes, point out any changes he makes and express your honest preferences. This will ignite his passion for improvement.”

***


Time passed.

As a maid carefully assisted Claudia with her morning preparations, the young noblewoman spoke with a deliberate tone.

“Hm. I like it. This is nice. You’ve improved, Neria.”

The maid’s eyes widened in surprise before she responded with a faint but warm smile.

“Thank you, my lady!”



 
  Chapter 42: Servant Cedric (8) – Lord of Etched


“Hey, don’t you think the young lady has changed since that last apology?”

“Right? She’s stopped lashing out so recklessly. Even when she scolds us, it’s only with words now.”

“I—I even got praised the other day for polishing her shoes well! I thought she never cared about what we did, but it turns out she was watching us all along.”

“My mother collapsed, so I had to rush home, but the young lady gave me the day off without a second thought. Who knew she could be so considerate?”

“To be honest, isn’t she a decent master compared to others? At least she doesn’t withhold our wages or anything.”

“You think so? But still, her past tantrums were…”

“Hey now! Tantrums? That was just a phase! A rebellious phase! Everyone goes through one at that age!”

“And yet, weren’t you the one complaining just the other day that if it weren’t for the wages, she’d be unbearable to work for?”

“W-What are you talking about! Don’t make things up!”

A murmur spread through the hall.

The Redvell  Manor, standing tall in the heart of Eched, had become a hotbed of gossip in recent days. 

The servants, who had once walked on eggshells around their unpredictable mistress, could now talk about her changes with growing fascination.

At first, they watched her warily, unable to trust such an abrupt transformation. 

But as Claudia consistently displayed kindness and elegance, their suspicion slowly gave way to relief.

Of course, the sudden shift was confusing—borderline unsettling, even. 

But if they were asked whether they preferred the old Claudia or the new one, the answer was obvious.

Who would want to serve a mad dog that might lash out at any moment when they could work under a refined and composed noblewoman?

Yet, at the center of all this chatter, Claudia herself had a very different perspective.

“I’m exhausted. This is too much…”

Slumped over the table in her room, Claudia let out a weary groan.

Maintaining a refined and gracious demeanor at all times—carefully curating her words and actions to win people’s favor—was far more exhausting than she had ever imagined.

For someone like her, who had always been impulsive, throwing fits when displeased and acting on whims without hesitation, this was nothing short of torture.

“Cedric, how long do I have to keep this up?”

Cedric chuckled, amused by her misery.

“My lady, that’s an odd question. Naturally, you must keep it up for the rest of your life.”

Claudia’s face drained of all color.

“You’re joking, right? Are you seriously telling me I have to keep up this charade forever?”

“Well, that’s simply how society works. If you did whatever you pleased and expressed every complaint openly, you’d be closer to a beast than a person, wouldn’t you?”

“…Are you calling your mistress a beast?”

“Would you prefer a polite lie or the unfiltered truth?”

“…Forget it. I don’t want to hear any more.”

Cedric smirked, clearly unbothered, and clicked his tongue in mock disappointment.

“Shame. I had another invaluable piece of advice to offer.”

Claudia shot him a glare before sighing deeply.

For all her complaints, she wasn’t blind. 

She knew full well that her efforts were paying off.

The improvement in how others treated her had been almost too swift—so dramatic that it left her feeling disoriented.

“While it’s good to celebrate progress, let’s not forget—this is only the beginning,” Cedric reminded her. 

“If you wish to impress the Marquis of Redvell , you’ll need to do much more than this.”

Her brows furrowed, but she straightened her posture and asked, “Then, what should I do next?”

“First, let’s clarify something: You are the official ruler of Eched, correct?”

She nodded.

“Nominally, yes. But my steward manages everything in practice. I never paid much attention to this backwater place anyway.”

“That mindset needs to change immediately. This is not some insignificant backwater.”

“What?”

Claudia looked at him, perplexed.

But Cedric remained firm.

To him, Eched was far from unimportant.

The guild’s eastern branch, where the famed adventurer Bern was most active, was located in a city with only a few thousand residents.

In contrast, Eched had a population exceeding ten thousand and covered five times the land area.

The only reason Claudia perceived it as “rural” was simple—every other Redvell territory was even wealthier and more powerful.

‘No wonder the adventurers’ guild, despite its anti-noble stance, never dared to openly oppose the ruling class.’

The capital and surrounding regions were so densely populated and rich in resources that they produced both an abundance of talent and an overwhelming concentration of power.

This imbalance might create structural issues, but right now, it played into Cedric’s hands.

If the Marquis of Redvell had considered Eched a true asset, he wouldn’t have handed it over to his disgraced daughter so easily.

“Listen carefully, my lady,” Cedric said, his tone turning serious. 

“From this moment on, here’s what you must do—”

Before he could finish, Claudia stormed into the manor’s administrative office, cutting him off with a single declaration:

“From today onward, I will be managing this territory personally. You may step down.”

The steward of Eched, caught off guard, could only stare at her with a mix of disbelief and amusement.

But as the weight of her words settled, a single emotion rose above the rest.

Ridiculous.

With a well-practiced, insincere smile, the steward turned to face Claudia.

“Lady Claudia, your words are so sudden that I find them difficult to comprehend. Are you truly telling me to step down?”

“I am the lord of Eched, am I not? If the lord wishes to manage their own territory, what problem is there?”

There was a problem. A very big one.

To begin with, Claudia’s title as lord was never granted in any real sense. 

Due to her notoriously difficult personality, attending social gatherings or participating in noble duties such as temple service was nearly impossible for her. 

Thus, the title of lord was bestowed upon her as a mere excuse—to justify her lack of external activities.

It was a title given for the sake of appearances, nothing more than a line on paper meant to elevate her worth for a future political marriage. 

A decorative honor, never meant to hold any real power.

The acting lord suppressed a sigh, forcing a pleasant smile. 

From his perspective, as the one entrusted by the Marquis to oversee the land, every second spent conversing with such a naive girl felt like an utter waste of time.

“Haha, Lady Claudia. Managing a territory is a weighty responsibility that requires great effort and dedication. If handled carelessly, the entire land could fall into chaos. Surely, the Marquis would be greatly distressed if such a thing were to happen.”

At those words—Claudia flinched. 

The acting lord caught the movement immediately, relishing his advantage.

‘Hmph. A mere child like you thinks you can defy me? Maybe common servants would bow to your tantrums, but I serve under direct orders from the Marquis himself. Did you truly think you could intimidate me?’

Had it been any of Claudia’s siblings who came to claim control, he would not have dared to act so overtly. 

But Claudia was an exception.


Though her mother was of royal blood from the Birka lineage, the support she received from her maternal family was negligible, far less than what even a minor noble from the countryside might receive. 

The Birka royal family was locked in an endless political struggle, lacking any single outstanding heir to claim dominance. 

They had no reason to waste their resources on a ‘former’ royal who had already been cast aside.

While Claudia’s siblings, who had lost their mother just as she had, inherited numerous assets from their father’s first wife, Claudia had nothing. 

She had to rely entirely on the Marquis, her father, with whom she shared a strained relationship at best.

A noble lady with an imposing appearance but no real power.

For the acting lord, there was no reason to feel intimidated by such a girl.

Logically speaking, he should have had nothing to fear.

“I will pretend I did not hear today’s request. Please, return at once—”

“Enough.”

A voice so low and chilling that it sent shivers down his spine.

Before he could react, something enormous materialized before him. A massive, crimson beast— A twin-headed wolf, forged from what looked like solidified blood, loomed over him. 

Its monstrous forms growled, both sets of fangs bared, eyes gleaming with an unholy light.

Grrrrrrrrr… Grrrrrrrrr…

The acting lord froze, unable to even scream.

“L-Lady Claudia!!”

The guards who had accompanied him rushed to draw their swords, but they were already too late. 

By the time their weapons left their sheaths, other monstrous creatures had already surrounded them—more of those crimson wolves, emanating a suffocating aura of raw, murderous intent.

Cold sweat dripped down their backs as they swallowed hard.

As knights sworn to the Redvell House, they knew what these creatures were.

Blood Beasts.

Their brute strength was unmatched, but their true terror lay in their relentless nature. 

These beasts felt no pain, no fear. 

Even a well-formed battle line would struggle to contain them. 

But now, caught indoors and utterly unprepared, there was no chance of victory.

All they could do was beg.

“My Lady! Have you lost your mind?!”

“You seem to be the ones who are out of your minds.”

Claudia’s gaze pierced through them like icicles, sharp and unrelenting.

Her eyes gleamed with a twisted mixture of contempt and amusement.

“A mere acting lord dares to threaten the rightful ruler? And you there.” 

Her voice dripped with scorn. 

“Earlier, you called him ‘Lord’ while addressing me as merely ‘Lady.’ How interesting. So, in your mind, the substitute is the real lord, and the actual heir is just a girl to be disregarded? How amusing. Hmm?”

As if resonating with her fury, the Blood Beasts surged forward slightly, their presence growing even more oppressive.

Emotion is a fleeting thing.

Feelings that are expressed too often become trivial.

But emotions that have been long repressed—when finally unleashed—are overwhelming.

Having restrained herself for so long, suppressing her true nature to play the part of an obedient noblewoman, Claudia now let her ferocity explode forth.

 And the acting lord and his men found themselves utterly suffocated by her presence.

Claudia leaned in, her voice calm but unwavering.

“Go tell my father—Eched will be mine. He can decide my worth after he sees what I accomplish.”

“I—I…”

“And don’t even think about twisting my words.” 

Her voice darkened. 

“I remember all of your faces. Even if I am sold off in some wretched marriage, I will hunt you down and feed you to my wolves. Choose your next words wisely.”

“U-understood! I will relay your message! Just, please—call them off!”

Claudia let out a soft scoff, then gestured lightly.

The Blood Beast that had been pinning the acting lord down released him and silently padded back to her side.

Gasping for air, the acting lord staggered to his feet, his face still pale. 

He glanced at Claudia, his mouth twitching as if he wanted to say something—but in the end, he remained silent and simply fled the mansion.

His guards followed suit, just as shaken as their master.

Once the room had emptied, Claudia turned to her personal attendants, those she had handpicked for their loyalty.

“Inform the staff—effective immediately, I rule this estate. Those who accept it will stay. Those who resist—dispose of them and take their positions. But ensure that all necessary duties are transferred before they are removed.”

“Understood, My Lady.”

Not a single voice objected.

In the now-quiet chamber, Claudia took a seat where the acting lord had been moments ago.

Only one servant remained—Cedric, her butler.

She hesitated before murmuring.

“…Do you think I can do this?”

Cedric answered calmly, “Unfortunately, My Lady, I lack the ability to see the future. I cannot give you a definite answer.”

“Haa… I suppose so.”

“However.”

Claudia blinked at him.

Cedric smiled.

“I will say this—watching you waste your days wallowing in anger was dull. But this? This suits you much better.”


His voice was neither mocking nor frenzied, just quietly approving.

“Tsk.”

For a moment, Claudia blushed, then quickly straightened up with a scoff.

“You’re getting cheeky for a mere servant.”

Cedric simply chuckled in response.



 
  Chapter 43: Servant Cedric (9) – Security is in the hands of the dog


The grand estate, which should have been filled with an air of solemnity and dignity, was currently overflowing with an atmosphere of undeniable cuteness and fluffiness.

“Woof!”

“Kyuu!”

Blood Hounds.

These were magical creatures born from the secret arts of the Redvell family, so powerful that even seasoned warriors hesitated to face them. 

Yet, instead of inspiring fear and awe, they had shrunk to the size of medium-sized dogs and multiplied into the hundreds, covering the mansion’s courtyard like an overflowing sea of fur.

Claudia, her expression filled with doubt, turned to Cedric.

“I followed your advice, but… is this really going to help?”

Cedric flashed a bright smile.

“Of course, my lady! These beasts will become the finest workers in our efforts to reform Eched!”

“Hmmm.”

Claudia, by her natural talent, could command up to five third-grade Blood Hounds. 

However, Cedric had asked her to focus on increasing their numbers rather than their strength. 

As a result, the creatures had multiplied greatly, but their combat abilities had dwindled to the level of ordinary medium-sized dogs.

“Didn’t you say you were going to use them to strengthen security in the territory? Like this, they wouldn’t even be able to handle a pickpocket unless the thief was a child. And if the criminal has even a bit of magical skill, they’d be able to fend them off easily.”

“That doesn’t matter. Most of the disturbances in our territory are caused by petty criminals, and, in any case, the role of these Blood Hounds isn’t primarily combat-related.”

Cedric had always believed that the true value of the Redvell family’s secret arts lay not in sheer power or regenerative abilities, but in something else entirely.

Each Blood Hound possessed a degree of free will, enough intelligence to understand Claudia’s commands, and the ability to sustain themselves without her mana by consuming food.

Now, what could be achieved if hundreds of dog-like creatures with intelligence and communication abilities were strategically deployed?

“From now on, these Blood Hounds will roam freely throughout the city. If they witness a crime—be it a thug in the alleys or a pickpocket—they will growl and issue warnings to the perpetrator.”

“And if the criminal ignores them, thinking they’re just dogs? Or worse, attacks them?”

“It’s no problem. In that case, they can flee and call for reinforcements, swarming the perpetrator in numbers. And if even that isn’t enough, they can report directly to the guards. The guards won’t need to patrol aimlessly anymore. Instead, they will act as a rapid response force, deploying only when the Blood Hounds alert them to trouble.”

Numbers, in themselves, were power.

A well-armed and well-organized force of guards wouldn’t have to worry about being outmatched. 

Very few criminals would dare to resist when facing an overwhelming force prepared for battle.

“Even if a criminal manages to escape without being seen, or kills a Blood Hound before it can report them, it wouldn’t matter. The Blood Hounds can track them down by scent.”

A tracking dog’s ability to pursue a target was incomparable to that of a human.

Criminals thrived not because they were stronger than the entire security force but because they could hide and escape. 

The Blood Hounds would eliminate that possibility entirely.

“But there must be some individuals with the ability to completely erase their presence or scent.”

“Of course. However, the greatest challenge for any security force isn’t the few powerful criminals who commit high-profile crimes—it’s the countless minor offenses that happen every day. If we can prevent or immediately respond to 99 out of 100 incidents, then the guards will have all the resources they need to focus on the remaining one.”

A single gruesome murder may be terrifying, but it’s the hundreds and thousands of minor crimes that have the greatest impact on a city’s safety.

In an era where life was often cheap, a territory with an exceptionally low crime rate would be a place of great prestige.

“This strategy isn’t just for cities and villages. If we station Blood Hounds at key routes leading to Eched, patrolling in intervals, we can apply the same method to dealing with bandits and rogue beasts. Travelers and merchants will start to believe, ‘The roads to Eched are safe.’“

Eched was already a territory with untapped potential. 

Once it gained a reputation for safety, people would flock to it, and a cycle of growth and prosperity would naturally follow.

“But anyone in the Redvell family could use this method. If others start doing the same, won’t my value drop again?”

“That’s why you must continue refining your ability to command Blood Hounds. The success of this system depends on how many of them you can control at once.”

Cedric added, almost as an afterthought, “Besides, I doubt your siblings will use this approach.”

“Why not?”

“Because, efficiency aside, they won’t be able to stomach the idea of their own Blood Hounds—creatures they bled to create—roaming around and acting like mere guard dogs.”

Claudia let out a small chuckle. 

‘Ah. That makes sense.’

She had already let go of such pride, but she couldn’t imagine her arrogant siblings ever accepting this idea.

“Then, they’ll be throwing fits soon. Calling it a disgrace to the family’s legacy, saying I’ve sullied our noble vision.”

However, there was one person whose reaction she couldn’t predict—her father, the Marquis of Redvell.

***

The Marquis’s estate was one of the grandest in the kingdom, boasting an expansive courtyard vast enough for horseback racing and a lake large enough for boating. 

Though slightly lower in stature than the royal palace, its sheer size surpassed even that of the palace itself.

The guest houses alone could accommodate over a hundred visitors, and guests would often wait over a month for a mere thirty minutes of audience with the Marquis.

Despite his seemingly relaxed schedule, few dared to complain.

Even the king himself negotiated rather than commanded when dealing with the Marquis—who, after all, held the highest authority in the kingdom aside from the monarchy itself.

It was no different for his vassals.

Only a select few among them had the privilege of speaking with him directly.

So, when the steward of Eched bowed before him and relayed Claudia’s words, the Marquis’s response was eerily calm.

“So… my daughter has declared war on me?”

The steward hastily corrected him. 

“No, my lord! She simply requested the chance to change Eched through her own efforts, asking you to observe before deciding her future.”

The Marquis chuckled.

“That is a declaration of war. She means to overturn my will.”

The steward swallowed dryly. 

Claudia had warned him not to twist her words, and yet, even when reported verbatim, the Marquis had interpreted them this way. 

That wasn’t his fault, was it?

And so, he quickly agreed.

“Indeed, my lord. It seems the young lady is acting recklessly due to her lack of worldly experience.”

The Marquis tapped his fingers idly on the armrest of his chair. 

“Reckless, you say. Is that what you think?”

“Yes, my lord. She has always been… emotional.”

A small smirk crossed the Marquis’s lips.

“Indeed. That child has always been like that.”

As the Marquis nodded in agreement, the tense and stiff posture of the acting lord finally eased—if only slightly.

Noticing this, the Marquis spoke in a friendly tone.

“So, what do you think I should do?”

“The young lady has forcibly seized the lordship by wielding the power of the Blood Demon Beast. However, she lacks any real administrative knowledge. If she attempts to govern purely through strength, discord will inevitably arise. The best course of action would be to dispatch skilled knights immediately to subdue her.”

“Hmm. Is that all? There are no other necessary measures?”

“It would be wise to handle this quietly to prevent unnecessary complications.”

“I see.”

Marquis Redvell nodded before addressing the acting lord.

“Understood. You may go now.”


“Yes, sir.”

The acting lord bowed deeply once more before scurrying away in small, hurried steps.

Once he was completely gone, the Marquis spoke again.

“You there.”

A knight standing beside him, his face expressionless like an emotionless doll, took a step forward and bowed.

“Yes, my lord.”

“I believe I’ve been too lenient with my vassals. That fool—despite losing his own land—didn’t even ask how he should take responsibility or what punishment he should receive.”

“I will handle it appropriately.”

“Yes. Make an example of him. Others should learn from this.”

At that moment, the fate of the ‘former’ acting lord was sealed. 

He would never see the morning sun again.

The Marquis stroked his beard, falling into brief contemplation.

His thoughts were occupied with how to interpret Claudia’s audacious actions.

“So, is the report from that idiot all we have regarding Eched?”

At his question, another vassal stepped forward and answered.

“The young lady has already purged about thirty percent of the bureaucrats who served under the acting lord and replaced them with new personnel.”

The Marquis nodded.

“Of course. A mere title isn’t enough to rule; one must surround themselves with their own people to exercise true power. But I find it curious—did she even have any people of her own?”

“She has brought in the servants who used to serve her at the estate.”

“Ha.”

A small chuckle escaped the Marquis.

“I suppose that makes sense. The girl lacks support from her maternal family and has no personal foundation to rely on. Those servants are probably the only ones she could call her own. But then, the state of the territory must be in utter chaos.”

A household servant and a noble’s administrative staff are vastly different.

There were rare cases where the roles overlapped depending on the household, but as far as the Marquis knew, only the head butler, Bastien, among Claudia’s servants, had any administrative competence.

“And yet… no significant administrative issues have arisen. On the contrary, the new policies enacted in Eched are attracting more and more people.”

“A new policy?”

“This.”

The vassal presented a report to the Marquis, who examined its contents.

He muttered under his breath.

“She’s lost her mind.”

The normally impassive vassal’s expression wavered ever so slightly.

It was not surprising that the Marquis reacted this way—he himself had reviewed the field investigator’s report multiple times to ensure there were no mistakes.

“I will take immediate action.”

“No, leave it be.”

“…Are you certain?”

A smirk curled at the Marquis’s lips.

“Tell me, have you ever grown flowers?”

“No, my lord.”

“I have.”

The Marquis plucked a single flower from a nearby planter.

“They serve no practical purpose. You can’t eat them, and they don’t have any special medicinal properties. Their only value is in being looked at. And yet, there are people willing to pay dozens, even hundreds of gold coins for a single bloom. I never understood those people, but I still grew flowers. Because someone was willing to buy them.”

He twirled the flower between his fingers.

“Now, the trend has passed, but at one time, I made a considerable profit from them. If I interfere now, that flower will remain just a flower. It may not hold much value to me, but someone out there will still be willing to pay a high price for it. However, if I let it grow, it may turn into something even more valuable—to both me and others. So why not wait and see?”

The vassal hesitated before voicing his concern.

“But if we wait too long, we may not even retain the original value we foresaw.”

The Marquis’s voice was calm, yet chilling.


“That doesn’t matter. If that happens, we’ll simply squeeze more out of it.”

At that moment, a bee came buzzing toward the flower in the Marquis’s hand.

Before the guards could react, a beast’s maw emerged from the Marquis’s sleeve, snapping up the insect in an instant before vanishing like a mirage.

The Marquis chuckled softly.

“…Of course, I don’t intend to prevent pests from gathering around it.”



 
  Chapter 44: Servant Cedric (10) – Image Improvement. Territory Edition.


The citizens of Eched fiefdom trembled in fear upon hearing the rumor: Claudia had expelled the acting lord and taken over the manor.

“Lady Claudia… isn’t she that infamous villainess?”

“I heard she beats her servants at the slightest provocation and hurls insults. It’s rare for anyone to last a full year under her.” 

“She’s always locked herself up in the mansion. Why would she suddenly take an interest in governing?” 

“Maybe she’s going to raise taxes through the roof and bleed us dry.” 

“Or worse, she might feed disobedient citizens to her monstrous beasts!” 

“Shh! Lower your voice! If anyone hears, we’ll be in trouble.”

Claudia’s name was notorious in the fiefdom, though not because she had ever personally committed any atrocities outside her mansion. 

Rather, it was the tales of servants who had barely escaped her household that spread horror through the land. 

Like most rumors, many stories were exaggerated or distorted, but some had undeniable truth to them. 

As such, the citizens were terrified, bracing themselves for whatever cruelty she might inflict upon them.

But Claudia defied their grim expectations—in the most unexpected way.

“Woof! Woof, woof!” 

“Grrrr…”

“Wait… aren’t those supposed to be terrifying beasts? They’re just… big red-furred dogs?” 

“And they’re supposed to act as guards? That makes no sense!”

At first, the citizens were taken aback by the supposedly fearsome bloodhounds Claudia commanded, finding them unexpectedly adorable. 

Their second shock came when she officially announced that these creatures would serve as the fief’s new security force.

The third and greatest surprise?

It actually worked.

“I was about to get jumped by some thugs, but suddenly the dogs started barking, and moments later, the guards arrived. They saved me.” 

“I lost my coin pouch and searched everywhere for it, but one of the dogs found it for me!”

“My son works in the guard force, and he says his job has gotten way easier. Instead of wandering aimlessly, they just wait for the dogs to guide them to trouble.” 

“The criminals who used to lurk in the alleys? Now, even the sight of an ordinary dog makes them scatter.”

Claudia, whom they had once dreaded, was now proving to be an unexpectedly competent ruler. 

The public sentiment shifted overnight, flipping as easily as a coin.

There were two main reasons for this rapid rise in support. 

First, expectations for Claudia had been so abysmally low that anything remotely competent seemed miraculous. 

Second, her policies were incredibly tangible.

When high-ranking officials enact reforms, the common folk rarely feel their impact directly. 

Large-scale policies either take years to show results or cause unforeseen consequences, leading to further dissatisfaction. 

But Claudia’s security reform was immediate, visible, and required no additional effort or cost from the citizens. 

No extra recruitment. 

No increased taxes. 

Just pure, noticeable benefit.

Of course, not everyone welcomed this change.

“Damn it. This is bad.”

Hamelin, a young bureaucrat of Eched, was among those who did not celebrate Claudia’s rise.

It wasn’t that he was involved with criminals or profiting from the previous disorder. 

In fact, he acknowledged that Claudia’s efforts to improve security were commendable.

But only that.

“If you kick people out, you need replacements! How does she expect us to work when half the senior staff has quit, and we’re suddenly forced to manage everything with a bunch of clueless recruits?!”

Many of the officials who had left in protest were the wealthier, well-connected members of the administration—the high-ranking bureaucrats. 

Claudia had attempted to fill the gaps by promoting a handful of lower officials like Hamelin. 

But the transition had been rushed, with no proper training or handover period. 

The results were predictably disastrous.

On top of his increased workload, Hamelin now had to train completely inexperienced rookies on how to do basic administrative tasks.

Anyone who had ever worked in an office knew the pain of onboarding new hires. 

Training a novice was often more exhausting than simply doing the job yourself.

“She can distract people with flashy policies for now,” Hamelin muttered grimly. 

“But soon, the cracks will start to show… and guess who will take the blame when things go wrong?”

When disaster struck, it would not be Claudia’s personally appointed staff who suffered. 

It would be the remaining experienced bureaucrats—people like him.

It was on such a day, drowning in his grim predictions, that Hamelin was summoned to Claudia’s office.

“Take this.”

Claudia handed him a thick stack of documents.

Blinking in confusion, Hamelin hesitated before cautiously taking them. 

Seeing his puzzled expression, Claudia nonchalantly waved a hand.

“I noticed some inefficiencies in the current system, so I revised it. From now on, follow the instructions in there. Make sure the others do too.”

“…Understood.”

Hamelin fought hard to suppress his irritation. 

This was a familiar story.

Higher-ups often glanced at lower-level work and issued pointless, counterproductive orders. 

The previous acting lord, for example, had once implemented a ‘paper conservation policy,’ restricting daily paper usage. 

The result? 

Bureaucrats simply wrote in microscopic handwriting to fit more words on each sheet, creating illegible documents. 

The policy had been swiftly abandoned.

And now, Claudia, someone with zero experience in administrative work, was trying to ‘fix’ their system?

Suppressing a sigh, Hamelin flipped open the first page.

‘…Wait. There’s a table of contents?’

Curious, he turned another page.

‘Standardized formats? A guide on what to include in different types of reports?’

Another page.

‘Dividing tasks by specialization? That’ll make training easier… but won’t it cause problems if someone is absent? Ah—she added assistant managers to cover for them.’

Another.

‘A guest reception manual? She documented all the proper greetings and protocols based on the visitor’s rank?!’

More pages.

By the time he reached the middle, Hamelin had completely forgotten where he was.

His hands trembled as he read on.


‘This… this is incredible.’

As the most competent bureaucrat left in Eched, he alone grasped the full significance of what he was holding.

It wasn’t that the individual ideas were revolutionary. 

Many of these procedures were things experienced officials already did instinctively.

But that was precisely what made this document so valuable.

A strict, systematic manual—one that even an amateur could follow and become effective almost instantly.

‘And it’s not just for new recruits. If we all implement this… even the senior officials’ efficiency will skyrocket.’

Even with the most conservative estimate, productivity would double at minimum.

They wouldn’t just compensate for the loss of personnel. 

They could reduce even more staff and still run the fief smoothly.

Overwhelmed with awe, Hamelin turned to Claudia with newfound reverence.

Gone were his doubts. In their place burned absolute admiration.

“Magnificent…! My lady, this is magnificent! With this, we can not only manage the fief properly—we can perfect it!”

Claudia stiffened slightly at his outburst but quickly masked it with a casual wave of her hand.

“Just make sure you follow it.”

“Stop making such a fuss. If you have no complaints, go and spread the word quickly.”

It seemed like a casual remark, devoid of any deep sentiment. 

However, to Hamelin, whose perception was already clouded with admiration, it felt like the humility of a ruler who refused to boast about his own achievements.

With a deep bow, Hamelin quickly left the room, his footsteps light with excitement, as if eager to put the new knowledge to use.

Only after Hamelin had completely disappeared did Claudia mutter under her breath.

“…Cedric. Is that really such a big deal? Honestly, I couldn’t quite see what was so special about it.”

At her question, Cedric, who had been silently standing at an angle behind her, answered calmly.

“Well, it could be considered significant or trivial, depending on how you look at it.”

“For something supposedly trivial, his reaction sure was dramatic.”

Cedric chuckled.

“Haha. It was quite similar to the way you reacted the first time you ate omurice.”

“W-what?”

Claudia took a sharp breath, then quickly fired back in rapid succession.

“Don’t lie! There’s no way I reacted as dramatically as he did!”

“Is that so? You were so focused that you didn’t even notice who was around you. It was exactly the same as back then.”

“Shut that mouth of yours this instant!”

“Ah, how could you so cruelly ignore the truthful testimony of a devoted servant?”

With a scowl, Claudia grabbed the paperweight from her desk and threw it. 

As usual, Cedric caught it effortlessly and placed it back in its original position without so much as a blink.

Watching him with an annoyed glare, Claudia clicked her tongue and murmured,

“Still, this is unexpected.”

“What exactly do you find surprising?”

Cedric asked.

“I thought instead of handing out some document, you’d just do all the work yourself.”

Claudia knew that Cedric was skilled in administrative tasks.

After all, she received personal lessons from him every day—there was no way she wouldn’t know.

When the old bureaucrats had resigned on their own accord, she hadn’t stopped them. 

There was no need.

Even if they left, as long as Cedric was there, things would function without issue.

Yet, contrary to her expectations, Cedric didn’t step in to handle everything personally. 

Instead, he chose to assist indirectly by creating manuals.

She couldn’t understand why.

Most people might assume it was because he found the work tedious, but Claudia had seen firsthand that Cedric was, if anything, practically addicted to working.

“It’s simple,” Cedric explained.

“If I personally handled everything, it might be efficient in the short term, but in the long run, it would harm the organization. A system that collapses the moment one person is removed has no value.”

“Though, of course, the final decision-maker is a slightly different matter,” he added with a small smile.

There was something about his tone that made Claudia frown.

“Then why did you make it seem like I was the one who wrote that manual?” 

She pressed.

“Because it’s the most effective approach,” Cedric answered without hesitation.

“People don’t prioritize efficiency; they prefer to stick to what they’re accustomed to. There are very few officials like Hamelin who actively seek to implement changes. For the rest, forcing them to adopt new methods requires leveraging your authority. If the manual is seen as something created by the lord herself, they’ll at least pretend to follow it, even if just out of obligation.”

“And if you announced it under your own name, that wouldn’t work?”

“Of course not. If an inexperienced servant—especially one with no distinguished background—suddenly pushed for administrative reforms, which bureaucrat would take it seriously?”

She couldn’t argue with that logic.

And yet, it left her feeling dissatisfied.

“…The same goes for the mansion,” Claudia muttered. 

“The servants say they’re happy that I’ve changed, but they don’t really talk about you.”

It wasn’t that they never mentioned Cedric at all.

Anyone paying attention could see that Claudia’s transformation coincided with his arrival, and it wouldn’t take a genius to connect the dots.

But that was only speculation.

There were hardly any people who would outright declare, “Cedric is the one who changed her!”

Because Cedric himself never took credit for it.

“I merely offered advice,” Cedric said. 

“It was you who chose to act on it. Don’t underestimate your own achievements.”

“That’s not what I meant…!”

Claudia started to snap back, but then she fell silent.

There was an uneasy feeling creeping into her chest.

A vague, unspoken fear.

She had a hunch that the moment she put it into words, it would become a reality.


She clicked her tongue. 

“Forget it. Just bring me some tea. Sweet.”

“As you wish.”

After Cedric left, Claudia mumbled under her breath.

“…Why does he always act like he’s making sure things will be fine even without him?”



 
  Chapter 45: Servant Cedric (11) – Things that get tangled in flowers


“Lady Toria, have you heard any news from Eched?”

“Eched? That’s the first time I’ve heard that name.”

“It’s where the youngest of the Marquis of Redvell is staying.”

“Ah, that place. But what about it?”

“Well…”

Rumors about Eched spread rapidly throughout the Kingdom of Virca.

It was already a shocking event that the infamous troublemaker of the Redvell family had ousted the acting lord and taken his place. 

But what made it even more fascinating was that she had begun implementing new policies based on the family’s secret techniques.

Some were intrigued by how effectively her policies were working. 

Others scoffed at the idea of using the prestigious Redvell family’s secret knowledge for such trivial matters.

Among those displeased were the other children of the Marquis of Redvell.

“Is Claudia insane? I can’t even show my face in public because of her!”

Mira Redvell, the third child and the only daughter of the first wife, spoke with irritation, her voice laced with frustration.

The second son, Ervin Redvell, nodded in agreement, his face flushed with anger.

“That damned wretch is humiliating our family in every possible way! How could she waste our family’s secret techniques on something so worthless? Does she have no pride as a noble?”

A family’s secret techniques were more than just symbols of their legacy—they were valuable assets that provided tangible benefits.

Advanced mana cultivation methods, elite swordsmanship styles, and exclusive spells set noble families apart from ordinary people.

Among these, the Redvell family’s Blood Hounds were exceptionally powerful.

Though categorized as magic, they did not require their master to be a mage. 

The creatures’ strength grew in direct proportion to their master’s abilities.

They were as obedient as well-trained hunting dogs, incapable of betrayal, and could be replenished over time even if they were killed. 

No other familiars could compare to such convenience.

For Ervin, who had painstakingly cultivated a Blood Hound rivaling even a knight with sword aura, the mere thought of his prized creatures being grouped together with Claudia’s “mongrels” made his blood boil.

“Hmph.”

While his younger siblings continued their heated complaints, the eldest son, Armin Redvell, remained silent, lost in thought.

Annoyed by his indifference, Mira turned to him.

“Brother, say something! Are you just going to stand by and let Claudia do as she pleases?”

“If this continues, the honor of the Redvell family will be dragged through the mud! We need to stop that foolish girl immediately!”

Armin looked at his siblings and shrugged.

“I understand how you feel. But what exactly do you plan to do?”

“Well, we’ll go to her and tell her to stop, of course!”

“And do you think she’ll listen?”

At Armin’s words, both Mira and Ervin fell silent.

Claudia was their half-sister, born to a different mother.

Despite being bound by the pretense of family, there was no real affection between them—only resentment and competition.

Even if they tried to persuade her, there was no chance she would listen.

Furthermore, politically pressuring her was also difficult.

She had not usurped her position as lord; rather, she had merely reclaimed what was originally hers.

Critics could gossip all they wanted, but officially, no one had the authority to challenge her rule.

“The only two people who can give Claudia a direct order are the royal family and our father, the Marquis.”

Armin continued, his tone calm and calculating.

“But the royal family has no reason to interfere. She isn’t a threat to the succession, and as a member of their bloodline, her growing influence benefits them rather than harms them. Then, are you saying that Father should step in?”

Both Mira and Ervin referred to the Marquis not as ‘Father,’ but as ‘Lord Patriarch.’

He was a distant, formidable figure to them.

“If he finds Claudia’s actions unacceptable, he will deal with it himself. There’s no need for us to get involved.”

Mira narrowed her eyes.

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Then it means he sees value in her. He might even decide to support her. Our father is not one to hesitate when it comes to investment.”

Seeing his younger siblings’ faces twist with frustration, Armin chuckled inwardly and shook his head.

“There’s nothing we can do for now. But don’t worry too much—things will resolve themselves somehow.”

“…I hope so.”

“Yes… hopefully.”

Patting their shoulders reassuringly, Armin turned and left the room.

Yet, deep in his mind, a different thought lingered.

Mira and Ervin despise Claudia and her mother.

The idea of Claudia gaining power was already unsettling to them. 

But the notion that their father might actually favor her? 

That was unacceptable.

Armin had told them that there was no official way to stop her.

But that also meant that unofficial methods were still an option.

For instance, causing physical harm to Claudia might force her to withdraw her Blood Hounds from their duties.

Of course, such tactics were short-sighted and crude.

Armin himself would never stoop to such measures.

But his siblings?

They were different.

‘Such adorable little siblings I have.’

One cannot love a rival.

But loving those who are beneath you? 

That’s easy.

Thus, Armin loved his younger siblings.

And he even loved his little sister Claudia—who so boldly showed her hostility toward him.

At least, for now.

‘Please, dear sister, stay lovable. For your own sake.’

***

The woman at the center of all this controversy, Claudia Redvell, was engaged in a very secretive meeting.

“…Do you have it?”

“Right here.”

Not a shady merchant, but her trusted maid, Neria, handed her a carefully wrapped package.

Claudia’s eyes sharpened.


“No one saw you?”

“I acquired it while Cedric was away on errands. No one else knows.”

“You did well. I’ll reward you later.”

“I hope your plan succeeds, my lady. Now, I’ll take my leave.”

With exaggerated caution, Neria glanced around before slipping away silently—like an assassin in the night.

Claudia watched her leave before locking the door and carefully unwrapping the bundle.

Inside was a single book.

[Roses and the Pocket Watch – How Lady Roselia Captured Her Noble Servant]

Reading the title, Claudia swallowed hard.

Her fingers trembled as she opened the book.

To an outsider, it might seem ridiculous to be so worked up over a mere romance novel.

But Claudia had her reasons.

‘If I stay idle, Cedric will leave. I need to find a way before that happens.’

Their contract was for three months.

At first, she hadn’t given it much thought.

But recently, the looming end of their agreement had begun to bother her—a lot.

If Cedric left after three months, there was no way to stop him.

Of course, the rational approach would be to negotiate a renewal.

A noblewoman of her growing stature could offer excellent terms.

What kind of servant would refuse such an opportunity?

But Claudia knew better.

Cedric wasn’t the kind of man who could be swayed by money or power.

If he wanted to stay, he would.

If he wanted to leave, nothing would stop him.

Which is why Claudia was considering… a third option.

“So basically, Cedric just needs to fall for me, right?”

Of course, that was easier said than done.

The biggest problem? 

Claudia had no idea how to make a man fall for her.

And why would she? 

For as long as she could remember, gaining a man’s affection wasn’t something she had to work for—it was simply a given.

Her beauty, still in the process of fully blooming, held a captivating allure, promising an even more dazzling future.

Her noble status as a lady of the prestigious Redvell family came with wealth so vast it was almost absurd.

Men who met Claudia did everything in their power to win her favor, bending over backward for even the slightest smile from her. 

This was her reality—at least, until she earned a reputation as a reckless troublemaker.

With such a life, when would she have had the chance to learn how to seduce a man?

Claudia needed a guide, something to fill in the gaps of her knowledge.

And what better choice than the latest trend among the noble ladies of the kingdom—romance novels.

Flip. 

Flip.

The protagonist of her current book was Rosellia, a noble lady of esteemed lineage, raised like a delicate rose in a greenhouse.

Among those who adored her, there was one exception—her insolent servant, Cla—

At first, Claudia was intrigued. 

The dynamic between Rosellia and her servant eerily mirrored her own with Cedric. 

But as she continued reading, her enthusiasm waned.

“…This guy is supposed to be popular among noble ladies? Seriously?”

A sharp, chilling beauty reminiscent of a finely honed blade?

Cedric, with his puppy-like innocence that sometimes gave way to unexpected intensity, was far superior.

Unwavering precision in executing tasks with artistic perfection?

Judging by the descriptions, this so-called desirable servant was maybe 0.6 Cedric at best.

A beastly, untamed presence that dared to growl at a noble lady?

Please. 

Compared to Cedric—who once called his own master a “woman so arrogant it’s an insult to compare her to a dog”—this so-called wild man was nothing more than an adorable pup.

And the story itself? 

Far too contrived.

A servant who turns out to be not a commoner, but a noble—the third son of a northern duke, no less?

At least the author had the sense not to make him the heir or some nonsense. 

But even then, it was ridiculous.

What kind of high-ranking noble would willingly live as a servant?

Unless he had some bizarre hobby of playing house in someone else’s mansion—or, bluntly speaking, was completely insane—it made no sense.

“Hah… This isn’t helpful at all.”

With a sigh, Claudia snapped the book shut.

It was entertaining enough as a light read, something she might return to later, but as a manual for seducing Cedric? 

Absolutely useless.

Perhaps she’d ask Neria to find her another book.

Just as she reached to extinguish her bedside lamp—

Click.

The door handle turned.

Claudia’s body tensed instinctively.

It was deep into the night, well past the hour when visitors were appropriate.

For someone to come to a noble lady’s chambers at this time was an outrageous breach of etiquette, one that could spark scandalous rumors.

And worse—if they hadn’t even bothered to knock? 

That was more than just impolite. 

It was an offense punishable by death.

A cold shiver crept up her spine.

Her mind raced.

Before she could process what was happening, her vision blurred with movement—shadows shifting, a sudden burst of motion.

A dull thud. 

A body hitting the floor.

By the time her surroundings steadied, Claudia found herself in a position that made her face flush red.

Cedric.

He was holding her.

Like a princess.

“H-Hey! Put me down!”

“I was just about to, my lady. The intruders have been dealt with.”

“…What?”


Her frantic struggling abruptly ceased.

Rolling her eyes, she muttered, “…We don’t know if it’s completely safe yet, so just… wait a bit.”

Cedric raised a brow. 

“It is safe.”

“…I said wait.”




 
  Chapter 46: Servant Cedric (12) – Anxiety and Handshake


The lord’s manor was in complete chaos.

Assassins had made it all the way to the lord’s bedchamber. 

There was no way such an incident wouldn’t turn everything upside down.

“…Some of the guards, dissatisfied with the dismissal of the acting lord, seem to have collaborated with the assassins. When they realized their plan had failed and attempted to flee, we apprehended them all and placed them in the dungeon.”

Butler Bastian delivered the report with a stern expression.

“My lady—no, my lord. This is not something to be taken lightly. The guard must be held accountable so that such a disaster never occurs again.”

At his words, the captain of the guard visibly paled. 

But he did not utter a word in protest—how could he?

The fact that an assassination attempt had occurred at all was a grave failure. 

But worse still, the culprits had come from within the guard’s own ranks. 

He had no excuse to offer, even if he had ten mouths to speak with.

Claudia, watching the captain bow his head like a condemned criminal awaiting judgment, made her decision.

“All guards on duty tonight will have their pay docked for a month. The captain will go unpaid for three months. That is my ruling.”

The captain’s eyes widened in shock. 

The other vassals also displayed looks of disbelief.

It was an astoundingly lenient punishment given the severity of the crime.

There were nobles who would execute an entire retinue of guards for so much as a scratch on their charge. 

By comparison, this was beyond merciful.

“My lord, but—”

“I’ve made my decision. No arguments. And don’t mistake this for leniency. There will be no mercy for those who actively colluded with the assassins.”

Overcome with emotion, the captain of the guard fell to his knees. 

The other trembling guards followed suit, lowering their heads.

“Thank you, my lord! We swear on our lives to serve you with unwavering loyalty!”

“We will serve with all our hearts!!”

Claudia responded nonchalantly, “Good. I’ll be expecting that.”

On the surface, she appeared indifferent, but inwardly, she was surprised.

‘…Honestly, I had planned to completely crush them.’

Lately, she had been making an effort to adopt a more dignified and merciful approach. 

But one’s nature doesn’t change so easily.

This time, she even had a justifiable reason for harsh punishment.

Yet, she had chosen this course of action due to Cedric’s advice.

Claudia had assumed that only through strict discipline could she ensure her subordinates valued her life appropriately. 

But Cedric had introduced a different perspective—drawing out loyalty through mercy. 

It was a novel concept for her.

Moved by their lord’s unexpected benevolence, the guards pursued the traitors and assassins with terrifying fervor. 

However, their efforts bore little fruit.

It wasn’t that the prisoners had unbreakable spirits or that they had taken poison to avoid interrogation.

On the contrary, they spoke rather easily.

The problem was that the information they provided was utterly useless.

“The mission was to ‘frighten, but not kill.’ The client is a separate criminal organization from the one they belong to. If we press that group, they’ll probably point us to another. A chain of intermediaries, layer upon layer.”

Cedric shrugged as he explained, prompting Claudia to frown.

“But we did get information. If we crush the group that hired these assassins, and then move up the chain, won’t we eventually find the true culprit?”

“If they’ve gone to this much trouble to obscure their trail, I’d wager that some of these ‘intermediary’ organizations don’t even exist. The trail will likely fade into nothing.”

“Tch.”

Claudia clicked her tongue in displeasure.

Cedric then spoke, his eyes sharp.

“Besides, my lady, I believe you already have a suspect in mind, do you not?”

“It’s probably my dear siblings. They can’t stand seeing me succeed.”

Despite referring to them as her ‘siblings,’ there wasn’t a trace of familial affection in Claudia’s voice.

There was no complicated mix of love and hate—just pure, unfiltered contempt.

At this point, their relationship was familial in name only. In reality, they were worse than strangers.

Claudia let out a deep sigh.

“I had a feeling they’d try something, but this is fast. And it won’t end with just this one attempt, will it? Should I recall some of the Bloodfang Beasts to serve as my personal guards?”

Cedric shook his head.

“That would be playing right into their hands. Weakening the Eched Territory’s military strength for the sake of your personal safety would be exactly what they want.”

“…That’s true. Then instead, how about you personally guard me? Maybe even move your quarters next to mine?”

Despite the grave topic of assassination, there was an unmistakable hint of excitement in Claudia’s tone.

She thought this would be the perfect excuse to keep Cedric close.

“As your servant, I have no objection to protecting you, my lady. However, if I move rooms and devote myself solely to your security, the guards will feel slighted. You would be telling them, in actions if not in words, that you do not trust them.”

Cedric declined, unwilling to waste the trust and respect he had just helped her build.

“Hmm.”

Claudia puffed out her cheeks.

She wanted to retort that it didn’t matter if the failed guards felt bad. 

But she held back, fearing Cedric might see her as immature.

“So… you don’t care about my safety, is that it?”

“I will pay attention. And if something happens inside the mansion, honestly, whether I’m near or far doesn’t make much of a difference. If you call for me, I will come running right away.”

“…R-Really?”

Claudia’s expression brightened as if her previous frustration had been a lie.

‘If you call for me, I will come running right away.’

His words sounded oddly sweet. 

They even reminded her of a line from Rose and the Pocket Watch.

Didn’t that story have a scene where the two protagonists, trapped in a villa on a rainy day, ended up embracing each other…?

“Miss? Lady Claudia?”

“…Huh? What? Why?”

“It’s just… you suddenly fell silent. I must have been inconsiderate. After experiencing such an incident at night and immediately handling the aftermath, it’s only natural that you would feel exhausted.”

“No, I’m fine. Really, I’m fine.”

Claudia coughed awkwardly, trying to shake off her embarrassment, then swiftly changed the topic.

“Anyway, so the escort situation is settled. But is there really nothing else I should be doing? Should I just hire an assassin and take care of it myself?”

“We don’t know exactly which of your siblings is responsible, do we? Besides, making a reckless move while your power base is still weak could backfire. They might turn it against you instead.”


“Tsk. So you’re saying I should do nothing?”

“Not at all. You need to increase the number of Blood Beasts and manage your territory well.”

“That sounds so… ordinary.”

“Ordinary is good.”

Cedric grinned.

“If you keep doing that, the ones getting anxious will be them.”

***

News arrived that the criminal organizations sent into Eched’s territory had disappeared without a trace.

Yet, Ervin, the second son, and Mira, the third daughter, remained unfazed.

After all, the hired thugs on the ground had no idea who their real employers were. 

Even if they were captured alive, there was no evidence for Claudia to uncover.

It was a one-sided attack—beneficial if successful, risk-free if it failed.

And so, their conversation remained as casual as ever.

“How did Claudia react?”

“She’s quiet. She hasn’t recalled the Blood Beasts, nor has she gone on a rampage vowing revenge.”

“Hmm. That’s odd. With that temper of hers, I doubt she’d stay still after being hit first.”

“Maybe she’s just being stubborn? Just wait a little longer. We’re already preparing new ones.”

“This time, I’ll send my own. If we make her lose sleep night and day, even that stubborn woman will eventually break.”

With sinister smiles, they sent another wave of assassins.

And, as expected—failure.

“Hah. She survived? Her bodyguard must be somewhat competent.”

“Ridiculous. We paid them well, yet they couldn’t even manage a proper threat? This is why I despise dealing with trash.”

“Next time, we’ll only hire those ranked third-class or higher. Regular soldiers, no matter how well-trained, have their limits.”

“We should also provide additional magic scrolls.”

Thus, they improved their weapons, selected better assassins, and launched a third attempt.

Once again—failure.

“…Is she harboring a powerful knight?”

“A fourth-class or higher, at least? But why would anyone skilled enough to be classified at that level stick with a woman like her?”

“Well, she is a Redvell. Maybe some fool fell for her reputation.”

“We have no choice. We’ll have to change our approach.”

“We avoided certain methods since she might actually die, but we can’t hold back any longer. Poison, snipers, bribery—anything goes.”

This time, they were truly serious.

And yet—failure.

No matter how they changed tactics, no matter how they chose their people, no matter how much they invested, not a single assassin returned with success.

No—there weren’t even reports of failure.

Their spies, who monitored Claudia’s movements, kept delivering the same message.

The number of Blood Beasts in Eched’s domain remains unchanged.

Claudia is not avoiding public events despite the assassination threats—rather, she is participating even more actively.

Her reputation and influence continue to rise daily.

Most of the commoners don’t even realize that assassination attempts have taken place.

That was the reality.

The assassins they sent had not only failed to threaten her—they had been so thoroughly ignored that their very existence was being dismissed as fiction.

As if they weren’t even worth acknowledging.

***

“We can’t rely on outsiders anymore.”

At Ervin’s grim declaration, Mira flinched.

Both of them knew.

The “true sword” of their family—the one responsible for handling dirty work directly—had yet to be unsheathed.

Until now, they had only hired mercenaries. 

The true elites of the Redvell family had not yet moved.

But there was a reason they hadn’t used them before.

“B-But… if we act directly, the risk is too great. If one of them gets captured—”

Sending faceless criminals to do their bidding was one thing. 

If the Redvell family’s own forces were exposed, the consequences would be far more severe.

But Ervin’s determination didn’t waver.

“Other territories bordering Eched have started reaching out to Claudia, requesting Blood Beasts of their own.”

“Wait, that doesn’t make sense. Even if she lowers the individual strength of each Beast to increase their numbers, there’s a limit! She might be able to cover Eched, but there’s no way she has enough to expand to other lands.”

“Eched’s security is already stable. If she reallocates some Blood Beasts, she can at least make it look like she’s extending her reach. That’s all she needs for her influence to spread.”

Neither Ervin nor Mira considered the possibility that Claudia’s Blood Beasts were truly growing in number.

Rather, they refused to acknowledge it.

They, too, could control Blood Beasts—but nowhere near Claudia’s scale.

The thought that the thieving wench and her mother might surpass them was unacceptable to their pride.

“We can no longer afford hesitation. We must kill her, no matter what. Before the head of the family takes interest in her.”

Mira hesitated but eventually nodded in reluctant agreement.

They believed they were being careful and discreet.

But their every move was being reported to the true ruler of the Redvell family.

And when the Marquis received the report, he scoffed.

“They’ve already lost. Their failure is inevitable.”

“…Are you certain?” 

His loyal aide asked.

It was true that Claudia had only recently begun building her power, whereas the two siblings had been at it much longer.

If they became serious, wouldn’t their strength easily surpass hers?

Yet, the Marquis dismissed the thought with a bored expression.

“They didn’t prepare meticulously to counter her strength, nor did they strike with the instincts of a beast. They underestimated her, escalating little by little, and now they’re panicking. Utter fools.”

“They will be devoured.”

It was disappointing to witness the incompetence of the children he had invested in.


But at the same time—he was intrigued.

“I wonder how far she has foreseen this. If she has played them from start to finish… then she is an even greater monster than I anticipated.”

Curiosity stirred within him.

And he was a man who never ignored his curiosities.

“Perhaps… it’s time for a little family reunion.”



 
  Chapter 47: Servant Cedric (13) – Redvell’s Invitation


Although they had been scolded by their father as fools, objectively speaking, Ervin, the second son, and Mira, the third daughter, were not completely incompetent.

While most of the nobles in the Virca Kingdom were nothing more than useless wastes with nothing to boast about except their bloodline, Ervin and Mira could at least manage their territories properly. 

Each had made a name for themselves in fields like swordsmanship or high society.

It was true they had made several mistakes due to carelessness and impatience, but they were not so foolish that they couldn’t understand the simple truth: if they failed to eliminate Claudia in this moment, they themselves would be the ones to suffer.

Thus, they took every precaution.

Four top-tier knights—capable enough to represent an entire territory. 

Along with them, they had nearly thirty third-tier experts to assist them.

They were equipped with countless useful scrolls—spells for night vision, target detection, and sound suppression. 

They even bribed a powerful merchant guild with heaps of gold to bring them into their fold.

For the Redvell faction, this was nothing more than a drop in the bucket. 

But for the siblings, who had not yet fully inherited their power, it was a colossal investment—equivalent to cutting off an arm.

Yes, they had done their best with what they could control.

However.

The world, at times, would bring forth irrational disasters that could not be overcome by human hands.

“Welcome! We’ve prepared a place in the underground dungeon for you, so please enter right away!”

The assassins met the clear-eyed madman!

Their vision went dark.

***

The Imperial capital of the Aizern Empire, Calastia. The Golden Palace.

“Oh? You’re carrying quite a few scrolls of decent quality. With the amount we’ve squeezed out from the merchant guilds allied with them, the finances of a small territory should be secure for quite a while.”

The crown prince smiled as he reviewed the spoils, and Lucidra observed him with a complicated gaze, one hard to describe.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Hmm? What is it?”

“You said you’d be fully immersed in this roleplay, right?”

The crown prince looked puzzled.

“Am I not? I haven’t let my usual speech slip, nor have I shown any abilities that don’t fit the role.”

“No, no, no.”

Lucidra shook her hand in disagreement.

“Your speech might be fine, but your abilities… no matter how I look at it, there’s a ton wrong there.”

What kind of servant draws a sword against assassins and knocks them out in groups? 

What servant suggests territory development policies and even gets involved in administrative efficiency?

Isn’t this a serious violation of the servant’s role?

Lucidra’s completely reasonable protest was met with the crown prince’s unshakable, serious response.

“That’s precisely because he is a servant.”

A moment of silence passed.

Lucidra blinked several times before asking again.

“What did you just say?”

“Haha, it seems you’re not familiar with how the world works. I understand, of course. You’ve been sealed away for a long time, so it’s inevitable.”

The crown prince spoke in a calm tone, as if explaining to a child.

“If there’s one thing in this world closest to the word ‘all-powerful,’ it’s the role of the butler and maid. They must not only handle household chores perfectly but also be skilled in cooking and tea ceremonies, able to drive, wield swords and magic, cut through buildings with wire, and sometimes even stop time. Cedric may not have earned the prestigious title of ‘butler,’ but in a broader sense, a butler is still a kind of servant. Therefore, it’s not at all surprising that Cedric has displayed such a wide range of abilities. It’s entirely consistent with his role.”

“…?”

Lucidra tilted her head to the side.

She briefly wondered if there was some profound and philosophical meaning in what she had just heard. After a moment, she came to a conclusion.

“That’s just nonsense.”

“Haha, trying to cover up your lack of understanding with harsh words is not a good look.”

“No, it’s nonsense! Just because you say it with a handsome face and a charming voice doesn’t mean it’s the truth!”

“Please, keep your voice down. I’ve taken care of soundproofing, but if anyone hears you, your head will be off before you can blink.”

“Ahhhhhhh!”

Lucidra threw herself into a frenzy, tearing at her hair in frustration.

The agony of not being able to share this burden with anyone else was unbearable.

These women who got entangled with this man needed to understand this!

After a while of huffing and puffing, Lucidra narrowed her eyes and glared at the crown prince.

“Fine, let’s say you’re right for a hundred paces, no, for a thousand paces. But do you know that this ‘all-powerful’ thing isn’t free?”

The crown prince was superhuman.

He could make even his outlandish nonsense a reality.

However, Cedric, his double, was different.

Unlike the previous double, the adventurer Bern, who specialized in a limited set of abilities, Cedric had spread his powers thinly across various fields. 

This meant each of his skills had a lower peak.

Yet, Cedric was clearly exceeding those limits and demonstrating exceptional capabilities.

“That double won’t last long. Well, it’s not like it’s going to suddenly be destroyed like last time. It’s slowly crumbling, so the backlash won’t be as great… but Cedric will eventually disappear.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

The crown prince stated this without hesitation.

“Cedric has already accomplished most of the tasks he was originally assigned. The greatest weapon Claudia, the ‘lord,’ possesses is her improvement of law and order, and the support of the people. As her influence grows, so too will her power over the Virca Kingdom, and the kingdom’s deteriorating state will slowly begin to improve. The ‘gift’ meant for that is almost complete.”

Of course, even if the ‘gift’ had power, Claudia alone could not change the entire Virca Kingdom.

Even if she rose to the pinnacle of Redvell and gained control over their entire territory, there would still be regions of the kingdom that Redvell’s influence could not reach.

There were even places so vile that Redvell looked like a paradise in comparison.

The crown prince planned to overturn those places, but at least for now, that wasn’t the role of Cedric, the servant.

“Besides, Cedric was always meant to disappear. A talented person helps grow an organization, but they also define its limits. To prevent Aethed and Claudia from becoming helpless without me, Cedric must leave.”

Though it seemed like Cedric was involved in every major and minor affair in the territory, in reality, his direct involvement was becoming less and less.

Regarding the land reform, he didn’t directly take away others’ work but merely created an environment and system where people could work more efficiently. 

He minimized any interference with others’ duties. 

After all, he wanted his fief to continue running smoothly even after he left.

“Hmm.”

Lucid snorted nonchalantly, understanding the grand plan of the Crown Prince. 

But, she thought, would that rebellious young lady, who had been so obsessed with her servant, continue to follow his wishes even after he had left?

“Shall we make a bet then?”

“A bet?”

“When the servant Cedric ends his contract and leaves, do you think that rebellious young lady will continue to behave like a lord, or not? I’m betting she won’t.”

“In that case, I’ll bet she will. Sounds good, I accept.”


“If I win, the winner gets to make a wish?”

“To clarify the method for determining the winner and the scope of the wish, we’ll need a contract. Shall we prepare about 30 copies?”

“A bastard more devilish than a demon… No, just a Crown Prince level bastard…”

Claudia Redvell was feeling particularly good these days.

“The clever move they prepared to deal with me has already failed. By now, they must be shaking with fear. Serves them right.”

These were the same people who, when her mother was alive, watched her from afar and, after her death, had been openly obstructing and harassing her. 

Even when assassins had mentioned their names, Claudia wasn’t shocked. Instead, she had thought, ‘As expected.’ Family bonds, to her, were almost nonexistent.

What would she do next, though? 

The old Claudia would have immediately thought of sending assassins in response, but now, after learning so much from Cedric, she had changed.

“Making it public would cause the biggest blow, but if it would tarnish the Redvell name, someone will surely intervene. Hmm, if I threaten to make it public to extort them… Ah, no. Maybe I’ll just ask for a ransom and send them back? If they accept, I could make a profit by gaining money and influence. If they refuse, I could sway those discarded dogs. Yes, this plan sounds better.”

She briefly indulged in this thought, but before she could get carried away, a knock echoed at the door of her office. 

Responding to it, her butler, Bastien, entered with a serious look.

“Milady, the Marquis has invited you to the family home. He suggested a family meal to catch up. Here is the invitation.”

“What?”

Claudia’s face, which had been smiling, was suddenly filled with confusion. 

A family meal? 

When had the Redvell family ever been so warm?

Claudia quickly tore open the seal on the invitation and read its contents.

[Claudia, I’m so glad to see you back on the right path and earning respect once again. As a father, I couldn’t be happier. We plan to gather the family after a long time for a meal and some conversation. Please do attend, even if you are busy.]

The message, written in noble-speak with restraint, sounded like a father expressing his joy for his daughter’s moral return. 

As she recognized the handwriting of the Marquis Redvell, Claudia felt a chill run down her spine, goosebumps rising on her skin. 

She would have been less disturbed if it had been an assassination threat.

“There’s no way I can refuse, is there?”

At Claudia’s somewhat pleading tone, Bastien answered with a sour expression.

“You already know the answer, milady.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

Claudia sighed deeply. 

Though she had been doing well recently, it was only because of her position as the Lord of Eched. 

The real power behind the lands, including Eched, was still the Marquis Redvell.

If he were to take her lordship away from her, everything she had built would come crashing down. 

Of course, while it wasn’t easy to revoke a fief’s governance in the feudal system, power had a way of making the impossible happen.

Claudia tried to stay positive. 

‘Well, I need to settle things with him sooner or later, both to secure my position and to ensure my value is recognized and that I’m not easily discarded.’

In a way, by calling her back like this, it was proof that the Marquis was interested in what she was doing. 

She was about to call Cedric, but when she saw Bastien standing beside her, she hesitated.

She recalled Cedric’s advice.

“He told me to consider the feelings of the other servants and retainers.”

It had been a lesson she’d learned when she kept sending Cedric to the kitchen instead of using the chef. 

He had scolded her seriously that day, and Claudia had felt embarrassed for the rest of the day.

“Ah, Bastien?”

“Speak, milady.”

“I need you to select the people who will accompany me to the family home. Can you handle that?”

Bastien’s eyes widened in surprise for a moment. 

Then, a subtle smile appeared on his face as he spoke.


“Leave it to me, milady. I will ensure that the best candidates for both your safety and the management of the fief are selected.”

“Right. Okay.”

Seeing the enthusiasm burning in his eyes, Claudia felt a slight pang of guilt and turned her gaze toward the window. 

She couldn’t help but think that Cedric’s advice had been right.

“Claudia, the royal family is suggesting a marriage match for you. What do you think?”



 
  Chapter 48: Servant Cedric (14) – The First Dagger


“…As gaudy as ever. It’s downright suffocating.”

Claudia frowned as she gazed upon the grand estate of House Redvell.

The mansion, the very heart of the family’s domain, stood before her, unchanged in its splendor.

She had spent over a decade here before being appointed as the lord of Eched, yet returning to this place always left her unsettled.

Not because of painful memories.

Rather, because of the happy ones.

Back when her mother was still alive.

Back when the Marquis of Redvell played the role of a “good father,” and she had been foolish enough to believe it.

Those memories contrasted starkly with her present self, leaving a bitter taste in her mouth.

She lingered at the entrance, staring at the mansion rather than stepping forward.

How long had she stood there, simply glaring at it?

“This is quite a vast estate. I imagine managing it must be quite fulfilling.”

A light, casual remark—spoken as though it were a jest.

The moment Claudia heard Cedric’s voice, her legs, which had felt as heavy as stone, suddenly loosened.

She curled her lips into a smirk.

“You’re the only servant who’d dare to call the great Redvell estate merely ‘vast.’ The grounds alone rival those of the royal family.”

“As my lady is destined to reach even higher and grander places, should not a mere servant like myself have the same mindset?”

“Hah. You do talk well.”

Her response was laced with mild grumbling, but her mood had lifted.

That was right.

She was no longer the naive girl who pouted after learning her father’s love was nothing but a façade.

Now, she was here as a lord in her own right, armed with accomplishments and renown.

Lifting her chin with confidence, she strode into the mansion with unwavering steps.

Inside, she was not the first to arrive.

A pair of familiar figures awaited her in the grand hall.

Upon seeing them, Claudia’s lips curled into a sharp, unpleasant smile.

“It’s been a while, Mira, Ervin.”

The young man, whose muscular frame exuded an air of strength, scowled in distaste. 

Beside him, a noblewoman wrapped in a dress of exquisite fabric wore a similar expression.

“I am your elder brother. How many times must I tell you to address me with proper respect, Claudia?”

“Honestly, must you always flaunt your lack of manners and disgrace the family name?”

“Respect? Disgrace the family name?”

Claudia scoffed, utterly unfazed by their rebukes.

Her expression suggested she had just heard the most ridiculous nonsense.

“Shall I make sure the entire kingdom learns who truly has no respect and who actually disgraces the Redvell name?”

For a brief moment, a flicker of unease crossed their eyes.

But they were seasoned nobles, well-versed in the ruthless game of politics.

Mira, the third child, regained her composure quickly and replied with a feigned look of confusion.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. If I recall correctly, wasn’t it you who tarnished the Redvell name the most?”

Her tone and expression were perfectly crafted—she truly seemed clueless. 

No one would suspect her to be the mastermind behind the assassination attempt on her half-sister.

Ervin, the second son, was quick to support her.

“I had heard that you’ve been performing adequately as a lord, so I had some hopes. But I see that your delinquent tendencies remain unchanged. Have you no shame?”

Brazen words, spoken with utter shamelessness.

But, of course, they had their reasons.

‘She’s bluffing. We sent an overwhelming force. There’s no way she captured those assassins alive.’

‘Every person involved was chosen for their discretion. There’s no way they talked. Even if they did, we must deny everything—at all costs.’

Their reasoning wasn’t entirely flawed.

In noble society, truth often mattered less than influence. 

Right and wrong were fluid concepts, easily overturned with the right leverage.

While Claudia did have living proof of their crime, she would still need to negotiate to extract the best outcome.

But there was one thing they had failed to account for.

Claudia was not a typical noblewoman.

“Oh, is that so?”

Her gaze turned cold as she snapped her fingers.

“Bring them in.”

“As you command.”

At her words, several of her servants turned and exited the hall.

Ervin and Mira, initially puzzled by Claudia’s command, soon paled as they watched what the servants dragged in.

Bound like insects in a cocoon, the assassins hung limp in their captors’ grips, too weak to resist.

Fear flickered in their eyes as they scanned the room—until they spotted Mira and Ervin.

At that moment, their heads bowed deeply.

The siblings froze.

They had never imagined that Claudia would bring the assassins here.

With a chilling smile, Claudia turned back to them.

“I thought these men might have some connection to the two of you, so I figured we should have a little chat. But if you truly don’t recognize them, then… oh well. I suppose I’ll have to find another use for them.”

“A-Another use?”

“I’ll take them to Father.”

Mira and Ervin’s blood ran cold.

“These men dared to target a bloodline member of House Redvell. Father will want to root out whoever was behind them… thoroughly. I’m sure he’ll handle it much better than I would, don’t you think?”

The siblings were speechless.

They could not let their father interrogate these men.

The Marquis would extract the truth. 

And once he did, their entire scheme would be exposed.

But they couldn’t claim the assassins as their own, either.

That would be the same as confessing their crime.

‘This insane bitch…!’

‘She’s outright blackmailing us!’

There was no intricate political maneuvering here.

No subtle diplomatic exchanges.

It was a blunt, merciless threat.


Even seasoned nobles like Mira and Ervin found themselves utterly unprepared.

No one had ever dared to corner the children of House Redvell so brazenly.

“…W-Wait! Claudia, hold on!”

“Y-Yes! This is a misunderstanding! Let’s talk this through!”

Their pride crumbled as they reached for the lesser of two evils.

And the watching vassals took note.

It was not a complete submission, but it was close enough.

‘Hah… they’ve practically yielded. The rumors won’t spread outright, but within the household, everyone will know what happened today.’

‘Brash, yet effective. A tyrant’s methods, but a weapon nonetheless.’

The senior vassals of House Redvell were no fools.

They understood politics, influence, and power better than most.

Though they would not interfere in the Marquis’ affairs, they had made their assessment.

Claudia had won.

Mira and Ervin had attempted an assassination, failed, and then tried to brush it under the rug.

They had paid the price.

Yet—

“Haha, I was wondering where all the noise was coming from. So this is where you all were.”

The battle for House Redvell’s succession was not over.

Even if Mira and Ervin were out of the way, there was still one remaining contender.

A figure approached them with an elegant gait, his refined smile betraying no hint of hostility.

Armin Redvell.

The eldest son.

Unlike his younger siblings, he had never openly opposed Claudia.

In fact, he had even intervened when things went too far.

But Claudia knew the truth.

‘A snake in human skin.’

And this snake was far more dangerous than the other two.

Despite everything, Claudia did not trust her eldest brother, Armin.

It wasn’t a matter of logic—it was an instinctive wariness.

Whenever she looked at Armin, she couldn’t help but recall the Marquis of Redvel, back when her mother was still alive. 

It was as if he was wearing a mask, the same mask the former marquess had donned in those days.

Armin, letting hostility flow off him like water, turned his gaze toward the restrained assassins.

“Did you bring them here?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know what business you have with them, but bringing such individuals into the residence of the family head is not a wise decision. It would be best to send them back outside for now and bring them again only with the lord’s permission.”

“What if they disappear or are silenced in the meantime?”

“This is Redvell’s land. If anyone dares to commit such an act here, it would be a direct affront to the lord. Naturally, they would face retribution.”

His words sounded like a simple, logical argument—but also carried an implicit warning.

It seemed the second son and third daughter took it as the latter. 

Their eyes quivered.

Claudia observed her siblings’ reactions before nodding. 

No matter what, Armin had said those words in front of witnesses. 

They wouldn’t dare attempt to silence the captives now. 

If they did, it would serve as justification for her to retaliate.

“Take them back.”

As she issued orders to the servants, Claudia locked eyes with Cedric.

He obeyed her command without hesitation, as if there were no issue at all. 

That alone reassured her—this was the right choice.

Armin, who had been observing quietly, suddenly smiled in his usual, affable manner.

“Well then, shall we head to the dining hall? The lord has some matters to attend to and will join us a bit later. In the meantime, we can begin without him.”

The meals served at the Marquis of Redvell’s estate were of the highest quality.

Though known as a calculating merchant noble, the marquess was no miser. 

While he was dedicated to amassing wealth, he also spared no expense on comfort—fine bedding, exquisite clothing, and, of course, exceptional cuisine.

The table was filled with a feast prepared from the finest ingredients. 

Yet, Claudia found no pleasure in any of it.

“It’s worse than what Cedric makes… no, even the regular kitchen staff prepare better meals.”

Objectively, the ingredients and the chefs’ skills were superior here. 

But what use was fine dining when she had to sit at the same table as people she despised, pretending to enjoy a meal?

“Ervin, I heard your wife is expecting your second child. How is she doing?”

“She’s well, brother. Thanks to the medicine you sent, she’s much better. She even asked me to convey her gratitude.”

“Haha, there’s no need for thanks over something so minor. Mira, I heard you’ve been spending time with the Countess of Rudiol?”

“Yes, brother. As a junior member of the social circle, I’m learning a lot from her.”

“She was once called the queen of Birka’s social scene. Be careful not to offend her. If you need anything, just ask.”

The faint clinking of cutlery and idle conversation filled the air.

Claudia, absentmindedly slicing into a perfectly roasted chicken breast—raised on a special grain diet—wondered how much longer she had to endure this farce.

She doubted the marquess would even bother to show up. 

Perhaps she should just pretend to eat and leave.

Just as she seriously considered the thought, Armin spoke again, as casually as if commenting on the weather.

“Oh, by the way, Claudia. The royal family has expressed interest in arranging a match for you. What do you think?”

“…What?”

The unexpected statement took a moment to fully register in Claudia’s mind.

As she sat there in stunned silence, Armin continued smoothly.

“You know I often interact with the Second Prince. When he heard that you’re still unmarried—not even engaged—he sighed deeply. He lamented that in his devotion to ruling the kingdom, he had been negligent regarding his own family’s affairs.”

Family? 

Who?

Claudia’s expression twisted.

The same royal family that had barely provided a dowry when their mother was married off to this wretched house?

The very people who had ignored them all these years?

As Claudia’s face grew colder, Armin remained composed, his smile unchanging.

“Noble marriages are traditionally decided by the family elders. The lord agreed that if the royal family wishes to arrange your match, it is indeed an honor. The Second Prince is quite enthusiastic about it. He swore to find you the best possible groom, so you can look forward to it.”

Claudia’s patience shattered.

Crash!

“Kyaa!”

“Claudia! What do you think you’re doing?!”

With a forceful kick, she nearly upended the dining table. 

Plates clattered, and sauce splattered across her siblings.

But Claudia had no interest in them. 

She glared directly at Armin.

“You—who do you think you are to decide my marriage for me?!”

Armin wiped away a bit of salad dressing from his sleeve and let out a gentle chuckle, as if soothing a tantrum-prone child.

“This is how noble marriages work. I was married that way. So were Ervin and Mira. Now it’s simply your turn.”

“I refuse! Do you think I’ll just go along with whatever marriage you arrange?!”

Her voice shook with fury.

What had all her efforts been for?

Why had she worked so hard to improve her reputation, govern her land wisely, and accumulate achievements?

It was all to avoid being sold off in a political marriage, just as her mother had been.

She had finally earned the marquess’s recognition, finally prepared herself to negotiate directly—only to have this decision thrown at her by her eldest brother before she even had the chance to speak with their father.

Armin simply delivered the final blow.

“You seem mistaken, dear sister. This is not a decision made by me or even the lord. The royal family has chosen this path for you.”

He didn’t need to say the rest.

Claudia could hear it clearly between the lines.

“Unless, of course, you believe you can overturn the will of the royal family yourself?”

In that moment, she realized something.

While her second and third siblings had foolishly attempted to eliminate her through assassination, Armin had struck at her with a far more devastating weapon.

The royal family’s ‘request’ was not a request—it was a decree.

Their ‘generosity’ was not an offer—it was an order.

If she refused or, heaven forbid, broke off an engagement after it was arranged, it would be seen as an insult to the royal family itself.

No matter how fractured the kingdom’s internal politics might be, the fact remained that the royal family ruled this land.


A mere noblewoman had no power to defy them.

Claudia’s expression turned blank with shock.

A single thought ran through her mind.

A face surfaced in her memory—the one person who always had a way to fix any situation.

‘…Cedric, what do I do now?’



 
  Chapter 49: Servant Cedric (15) – Three Problems, Three Answers


“The Marquis is calling for you.”

It was an utterly unexpected summons—like a bolt from the blue.

The Redvell family governed many territories, either directly or indirectly, and countless retainers served under them. 

However, only a handful ever had the privilege of speaking face-to-face with the Marquis. 

This applied not only to those stationed in distant lands but also to the retainers working in the main estate where the Marquis resided.

Even among the retainers, who were mostly of noble birth from vassal families, direct meetings with the Marquis were rare. 

As for the servants, who were typically commoners, such an audience was practically unheard of.

So why, then, had the Marquis summoned a mere servant—someone hired by the youngest daughter of the family, no less?

The retainers and servants who had accompanied Claudia were left utterly bewildered. 

The same held true for those who had come with the other children of the Marquis.

“I understand. Please, lead the way.”

Regardless of the shock and speculation surrounding him, Cedric remained unfazed. He followed the summons without the slightest hint of tension.

The retainers from the main house, who prided themselves on their impassive expressions, couldn’t completely conceal their surprise. 

Unlike retainers from other domains, they were trained not to show emotion—but that didn’t mean they were incapable of feeling it.

That the Marquis of Redvell would take an interest in a mere servant from the borderlands was strange enough. 

But the way Cedric carried himself—so composed, so utterly unshaken—was even stranger. 

It was as if he had no sense of fear, no concept of rank.

And so, despite their skepticism, they couldn’t help but think that perhaps… there was a reason behind the Marquis’s interest.

***

A short while later, in the depths of the estate’s grand garden—

“You don’t look quite like I expected.”

Before Cedric could even offer a greeting, the Marquis spoke first.

The servant who had guided Cedric to the meeting internally braced himself, assuming Cedric would be unsettled. 

But to his surprise, Cedric only smiled and asked,

“Oh? What did you expect me to look like?”

“You’re the one who’s bewitched my daughter, aren’t you?” 

The Marquis’s voice was laced with amusement. 

“I assumed you’d be a breathtakingly handsome man, the kind who could make a girl lose her senses. But now that I see you… I suppose there is a certain danger in your face. It’s too unassuming, too harmless—perfect for making people drop their guard.”

“That is… high praise,” Cedric replied smoothly.

“Did you take that as a compliment?”

“Wasn’t it meant to be one?”

The casual exchange left the surrounding retainers unsettled.

Even merchant lords and ruling nobles who acted like kings in their own lands grew stiff and cautious in the presence of the Marquis. 

Yet this mere servant was speaking so effortlessly, as if chatting with an old friend.

Some of the retainers debated whether to scold Cedric for his impudence. 

But the Marquis himself did not seem offended. 

If anything, he appeared intrigued.

Among the nobility, there were rare individuals who shed the trappings of authority and interacted with commoners freely. 

However, the Marquis of Redvell was not such a person.

For him to tolerate, even indulge, the audacity of a mere servant? 

That was nothing short of extraordinary.

***

“You’ve got sharp instincts,” the Marquis noted. 

“But you’re also far too arrogant.”

“I still have much to learn. My apologies.”

“Apologies?” 

The Marquis scoffed. 

“It’s hardly an apology when you don’t actually feel sorry.”

“Perish the thought.”

“Hmph.”

The Marquis stroked his beard, eyes fixed keenly on Cedric. 

He seemed to be studying him, trying to read his intentions. 

But Cedric met his gaze unflinchingly, his composure unwavering.

“Very well. Let’s get to the point.” 

The Marquis’s tone shifted. 

“What is your objective?”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand, my lord. Could you elaborate?”

“I’m asking what your goal is with my daughter. Do you seek wealth? Her body? Or perhaps…”

A sudden, guttural growl rumbled through the air.

From the Marquis’s feet, a monstrous beast emerged.

Cedric remained still as the creature revealed itself—a chimera, with the head of a lion, a goat’s face protruding from its torso, and a serpent for a tail.

The retainers paled instantly.

Even though the chimera’s gaze wasn’t directed at them, its sheer presence triggered a primal fear deep in their bones.

This was no ordinary beast. 

This was a Blood Demon Beast—a creature that had fought beside the Marquis during the family’s darkest days, when the House of Redvell had been on the verge of ruin.

Unlike the mere summoning beast Claudia had shown before, this one exuded overwhelming dominance.

A top-tier Rank 5 monster. The ultimate weapon of House Redvell.

It snarled, its gaze locked onto Cedric, ready to pounce at the Marquis’s command.

“Or do you seek power?” 

The Marquis’s voice was quiet, but deadly.

A single foolish word from Cedric, and the beast would rip him apart.

The Marquis believed that, and the chimera’s instincts confirmed it.

It had sized up Cedric in an instant. 

Unlike Bern, who could temporarily surpass Rank 5 under extreme conditions, Cedric’s raw combat ability barely reached Rank 3. 

Even if he pushed himself to his limits, he could, at best, fight at Rank 4 for a short time.

Against this Blood Demon Beast, he stood no chance.

And yet—

“I have a simple goal,” Cedric answered clearly. 

“I wish for Lady Claudia to become a great ruler.”


The Marquis narrowed his eyes. 

“A great ruler? You mean you want her to gain more power?”

“Power is merely a means.”

Cedric met the Marquis’s gaze head-on.

“My lord,” he said evenly, “if I may be blunt… the rulers of this nation are the worst.”

Gasps rippled through the retainers.

Even the Marquis’s brows furrowed slightly. 

But he did not silence Cedric.

“This country is overrun with dangerous monsters,” Cedric continued. 

“Yet the nobility does nothing. They let their people suffer while they waste their days in idleness and excess. Some of them behave so foolishly, I have to wonder if they even possess intelligence.”

“You would say this,” the Marquis mused, “to the most powerful noble of them all?”

“If you’re asking whether I’ve considered confronting you as well—yes, the thought has crossed my mind,” Cedric admitted. 

“But not now.”

“And why not?”

“Because, my lord, though you do not act out of benevolence, you at least understand this truth: Protecting your people and ensuring their stability ultimately benefits you as a ruler.”

The garden fell silent.

The retainers dared not breathe.

The chimera’s growling ceased.

The Marquis regarded Cedric for a long, unreadable moment.

Then—

He laughed.

Compared to the utterly incompetent and lazy nobles Adventurer Bern had encountered before—so useless that he often wondered why they even existed—the lord and his deputies dispatched from Redvell were, at the very least, fulfilling their most basic duties.

It was rare to find those who took the initiative in improving their lands or the lives of their people, but when it came to handling large-scale issues, such as bandit raids or monster attacks, they did what was necessary.

“This kingdom is filled with those who can’t even manage that bare minimum,” a man remarked with quiet disdain. 

“Thanks to them, malignant tumors are festering all over this land, ready to bring the nation itself to its death. But I believe the young lady has what it takes to root out such problems. That is why I am helping her.”

“You’re from the Aizern Empire, aren’t you?” the marquis asked, his gaze sharp. 

“What does the fate of the Virca Kingdom’s people have to do with you?”

“Let me ask you this instead, my lord.” The man’s voice remained steady. 

“If the house next to yours caught fire, would you simply ignore it because it isn’t your home?”

The marquis narrowed his eyes, before exhaling through his nose. 

“Hmph. I don’t agree, but I see your point.”

He paused, contemplating something, before continuing, “There are three problems.”

“Please, go ahead.”

“First,” the marquis said, his fingers tapping lightly against the armrest of his chair, “purging corruption is not as simple as it sounds. The world is full of fools who care only for their own comfort, regardless of whether the nation crumbles around them. The more Claudia expands her influence, the stronger their opposition will grow. How do you plan to handle that?”

“That issue has already been resolved.”

“Oh? And how so?”

The man chuckled. 

“Because the Claudia I know wouldn’t hesitate to turn those fools into dog food.”

Claudia’s nature was hardly what one would call pleasant. 

She was rash, violent, and impulsive.

But precisely because of that, she possessed the drive to accomplish what others wouldn’t even dare to attempt for fear of consequences.

“So you’re saying that instead of negotiating or persuading those who oppose her, she’ll simply eliminate them?” The marquis let out a low laugh. 

“You’re quite the dangerous one.”

His eyes gleamed with interest.

“Then, the second problem,” he continued. 

“Claudia’s current security measures rely entirely on the abilities of her Blood Beast. While that may work for a handful of small territories, it’s impossible to apply the same method to the entire kingdom. What’s your plan for that?”

“That, too, has already been resolved.”

The marquis arched a brow. 

“Go on.”

“We have successfully modified the Blood Beast to breed with common animals.”

“…What?”

For a brief moment, the marquis looked utterly dumbfounded. 

Then, he scoffed.

“Have you lost your mind?”

“I assure you, my lord, I am perfectly sane.”

The man’s gaze flickered toward the massive Blood Beast standing beside the marquis.

“The Redvell family’s Blood Beasts are magnificent creatures—loyal, ever-present, and tough enough to endure relentless hardship. They are ideal personal guards. However, the fact that they are entirely created from their master’s blood and mana is an unfortunate limitation. It makes it difficult to increase their numbers significantly.”

The marquis considered arguing that the Blood Beast was never meant to be mass-produced, but held his tongue. 

He was far too intrigued by what the man might say next.

“The new Blood Beasts will not be created from scratch. Instead, we will embed fragments of an existing Blood Beast’s flesh into stray dogs or cats, allowing them to absorb and inherit its traits. They will lose much of their regenerative abilities, their size reduction powers, and their overwhelming combat strength, but they will retain their unwavering loyalty and a level of intelligence high enough to understand commands.”

The man smirked.

“Most importantly, unlike the original Blood Beasts, these ones will be able to reproduce naturally, like any other animal.”

“…And their offspring?” 

The marquis’s voice was laced with cautious curiosity. 

“Will they inherit the traits of a Blood Beast as well?”

“There is some dilution over generations,” the man admitted. 

“But my calculations show that the bloodline will remain strong enough to cover the entire nation.”

The marquis leaned back, exhaling deeply. 

“It sounds like nonsense. But if it’s true, its value is immeasurable. If it really exists, even I would want to learn how to create such a thing.”

“That would be impossible, I’m afraid,” the man replied. 

“This was custom-made for Claudia alone.”

“Hah!” 

The marquis barked out a laugh. 

“So you’re telling me to keep her close instead of selling her off to someone else? Quite the loyal servant you are.”

He scoffed, but his eyes gleamed—like a man who had just glimpsed the path to greater power.

“One last question,” he said. 

“Claudia is already engaged. Officially, the royal family is handling the arrangement, but in reality, it’s my useless son’s ploy to hinder her growth. The engagement has already been announced. Even for me, canceling it now would come at a steep price. And let me make one thing clear—I am not the sort of romantic fool who would risk losses based solely on the promises of some unknown servant.”

He leaned forward.

“How do you plan to deal with this? Or is this yet another problem that has already been resolved?”

The man—Cedric—smiled.

“That will be handled soon enough,” he said. 

“Ah, and if I may, my lord, I have something I’d like to say as well.”

The marquis sighed, rubbing his temples. 

“Since we’ve come this far, I may as well hear you out. What is it?”

“Well… it may be a rather unpleasant thing to hear,” Cedric warned. 

“Are you certain you want me to say it?”

The marquis clicked his tongue in irritation. 


“Enough with the suspense. Just spit it out already.”

Cedric’s expression remained perfectly composed as he delivered his words.

“Are you seriously incapable of distinguishing what should and shouldn’t be said to a child? If you end up dying alone, consider it the weight of your own sins.”

In the shadows, a great demon watched the scene unfold and thought:

‘What kind of servant talks like that?! This lunatic…’



 
  Chapter 50: Servant Cedric (16) – Family Love


After Cedric departed, a suffocating silence settled over the garden, as if the air itself had turned to stone.

Marquis Redvell remained motionless, deep in thought, his sharp gaze fixed on nothing in particular. 

His retainers, exchanging uncertain glances, hesitated to break the silence. 

Finally, one among them, unable to bear it any longer, stepped forward and spoke.

“My lord, should we not punish that insolent wretch for his audacity?”

Marquis Redvell was one of the three most powerful figures in the kingdom. 

Even the princes of the realm had to tread carefully around him. 

And yet, Cedric—a mere servant—had dared to speak so brazenly.

Nobles were often expected to show magnanimity, forgiving the ignorant for their mistakes. 

But Cedric had far surpassed the limits of what could be excused.

If not for the marquis’s well-known distaste for subordinates taking matters into their own hands under the pretense of “serving their lord,” Cedric would have already faced retribution at the hands of his vassals.

“Audacity, you say… Indeed, the boy was insufferably arrogant.”

“Then—”

“Leave him be.”

“What?”

The retainer’s eyes widened in disbelief. 

The marquis, his lips curling into a faint, amused smirk, leaned back slightly.

“There is little to gain from dealing with him. Best to let him be.”

His words left not only the speaker but also the surrounding retainers visibly conflicted. 

They had much to say, yet none dared challenge the marquis’s decision outright. 

Their barely contained frustration was evident, a rare sight among his usually composed and discreet followers.

‘Well, I suppose this is rather unlike me,’ Redvell mused. 

Even so, he did not think his judgment was mistaken.

‘Even before meeting him, I had my suspicions… but that boy is no ordinary commoner.’

His speech, his accent, his steady gaze, and his unshaken confidence—Cedric exuded the refinement of the educated elite, no matter how much he tried to mask it with his playful antics.

‘Magic is an advanced discipline. While any wandering adventurer might memorize and use a few stray spells, modifying spells—especially secret techniques passed down within noble bloodlines—is no small feat. Such an ability requires rigorous, structured education.’

If Cedric’s proposed modifications to the Bloodhound Beasts were indeed viable—even if only half as effective as he claimed—then Redvell would spare no expense to acquire that knowledge.

A powerful guard on par with knights was certainly valuable. 

But compared to the military power of an entire kingdom? 

It was nothing. 

If an individual had truly achieved such an innovation, he would be a prodigy whose name would be etched into history. 

If it were the result of a group effort, then it belonged to an organization with influence surpassing even the Redvell House.

Redvell believed the latter to be the case.

As a rational and astute man, he could not entertain the absurd notion that “the crown prince of the war-weary Eizern Empire, tired of his endless duties, had decided to amuse himself by serving as a mere attendant to his youngest daughter, modifying magic through sheer talent.”

If anyone could immediately jump to such a conclusion, it would be divine prophecy, not deduction. 

Calling Redvell incompetent for failing to realize the truth would be far too harsh.

Unaware of the misjudgment he had made, the marquis began formulating his next steps.

***

Meanwhile, at the Redvell estate, the head steward delivered an unexpected announcement to the marquis’s children.

“The lord has taken ill and wishes to postpone your meeting. You are free to return home at dawn.”

The four siblings’ expressions twisted in surprise.

Summoned to the main estate for a long-overdue reunion, only to be sent away without even seeing their father? 

The excuse of poor health was a thinly veiled pretense, and everyone knew it.

Among them, the one most affected was the eldest son, Armin.

He had orchestrated this gathering with a specific plan in mind—to keep Claudia at the main estate indefinitely.

Unlike Claudia, who lacked external allies, Armin had the support of the second prince. 

If he simply detained her here, the prince’s faction would take care of the rest, solidifying her engagement without her consent.

Even if Claudia attempted to resist, by then it would be too late.

Redvell was certainly aware of his son’s scheme. 

Until now, he had chosen to turn a blind eye, but this… this was a direct intervention.

‘He’s changed his mind.’

Armin’s face hardened.

Redvell had not explicitly moved to support Claudia, nor had he directly obstructed Armin. 

Rather, he had chosen to remain neutral, refusing to tip the scales either way.

Of course, Armin still held the advantage. 

His victory had been all but assured, and Claudia’s chances had been next to nonexistent. 

Now, however, there was a faint sliver of possibility where once there had been none.

To a man like Armin—one who never crossed a bridge without testing its stability first—this mere possibility was unsettling.

‘Should I withdraw?’

Backing out now would not be simple.

Had this been a scheme of his own design, he might have reconsidered. 

But the royal family was involved. 

Calling it off unilaterally would mean owing the second prince a considerable debt.

After a long silence, Armin clenched his fists and made his decision.

‘No. I move forward.’

It was not just fear of political backlash that fueled his resolve.

He was the kind of man who could endure setbacks if it meant securing ultimate victory.

But for the marquis—his own father—to show even the slightest inclination toward supporting Claudia? 

That was something Armin could not tolerate.

This time, all they did was level the tilted scale. 

But next time—who’s to say they won’t openly side with Claudia?

Armin knew exactly what kind of man his father was.

No matter how many accomplishments he stacked up, no matter how many achievements he dedicated to the Marquis, the moment Claudia proved to be more beneficial, his father wouldn’t hesitate to discard him.

Armin’s eyes grew cold.

Claudia was no longer just a younger sister who was lacking in comparison to him. 

She was a clear rival.

***

Not long after.

Inside the office of the Eched estate, Cedric was delivering a lecture—one exclusively prepared for Claudia.


“The three dominant forces of the Virca Kingdom are as follows: the Royal Family, which holds legitimacy; the Redvell Marquisate, which commands wealth; and the Sarnos County, which wields military power.”

Cedric continued without pause.

“However, the royal family is currently facing numerous issues. The king is old, and a successor must soon be chosen. But the original heir, the first prince, suffered a severe fever and has since become an imbecile. As a result, the Sarnos County supports the king’s younger brother, while the Redvell Marquisate backs the second prince.”

It was an odd sight—an ordinary servant speaking so casually about the nation’s ruler, referring to him not as ‘His Majesty’ or ‘His Highness’ but simply as ‘the king,’ all while explaining the kingdom’s political landscape.

Yet, Claudia did not correct him. 

They had come too far for that now.

“From a pure power struggle perspective, the Redvell faction holds the upper hand. The Count of Sarnos is no match for the Marquis in terms of political acumen. However, Redvelll faces a major weakness—its military power is relatively lacking.”

“Sarnos may be inferior to Redvelll in terms of estate management, but its military strength is overwhelming. While Redvell has the wealth to recruit soldiers, it cannot match Sarnos in terms of skilled commanders or knights. This is a serious issue for both the Marquisate and the second prince, whom it supports.”

“In order to resolve this, the second prince is seeking to recruit an ally—the Belliar County. Though not one of the kingdom’s three great powers, Belliar is still within the top ten. They have a formidable military force and, most importantly, hold a geographically strategic position between Redvell and Sarnos.”

“If, my lady, you were to marry into the Belliar family, the second prince and the Redvell faction would not only gain the military support they lack but also secure a geographically advantageous shield. Since you are both of Redvell and royal blood, the alliance would remain stable without risk of imbalance. It is a move that benefits both parties.”

Cedric’s voice remained steady, analytical.

“Moreover, Belliar’s finances are slowly drying up. Without support from the royal family or Redvell, even their one advantage—their military—will become unsustainable. This means the second prince and the Marquis will have a firm grip on them. And if you, my lady, were to marry into Belliar, that noose around their neck would become a noose around yours as well.”

With that, Cedric’s hand stopped moving across the chalkboard.

His gaze turned to Claudia as if to ask, Do you understand?

Claudia frowned but nodded nonetheless.

“So basically, they’re planning to use me as a bargaining chip so the second prince and Redvelll can thrive? How ridiculous.”

“A simplified understanding, but an accurate one.”

“Then what do I do next? I refuse to be sold off like some object. Every time I hear rumors about my engagement being discussed behind my back, it makes my skin crawl.”

Her tone was curt, but her voice was desperate.

Claudia looked at Cedric, her gaze pleading for a solution.

Cedric responded without hesitation.

“There is a way, of course.”

“R-Really?! I knew you’d have something! What is it?!”

“Stab the second prince in the back.”

Silence.

Claudia blinked. 

Then, she tapped her ears lightly before speaking again.

“Sorry, I must have misheard. Could you repeat that?”

“Of course, my lady.”

Cedric’s face was as gentle as a puppy’s, yet his words were anything but.

“Align yourself with the king’s younger brother and betray the second prince.”

Claudia stared at him, dumbfounded.

His eyes were crystal clear, gleaming with an eerie brilliance.

She hesitated before speaking.

“Wait… Didn’t you just say the second prince was our ally and the king’s brother was our enemy?”

“The second prince is an ally of Redvell,” Cedric corrected. 

“That does not mean he is your ally. If he were, he would never push forward an engagement without consulting you. On the other hand, the king’s brother would be one of the most disadvantaged parties if this marriage goes through. If your interests align, then in politics, enemies and allies can always change.”

“But if I support his rival and stab him in the back, won’t the second prince retaliate?”

“My lady,” Cedric said softly, his voice steady and composed.


“That is something your dear brother will handle. After all, isn’t family supposed to support one another?”

“…You’re right!”

Claudia decided to let go of everything.

And with that, a great sense of peace washed over her.

The power of familial trust was truly remarkable.



 
  Chapter 51: Servant Cedric (17) – Grandfather


Claudia acting alone wasn’t particularly frightening. 

However, if the surrounding lords in alliance with her banded together and raised their voices, it could become somewhat troublesome.

‘Should I subtly plant some checks in their path under the name of the second prince?’

Assassination countermeasures were necessary as well. 

The fact that the second and third princes had survived attempts on their lives meant they had highly skilled swords protecting them. 

‘If things escalated, there was even a chance they might come after my head. I must remain vigilant and protect myself at all costs.’

‘Also, it’s important to make clear what benefits Redvell will gain from Claudia’s marriage. If the public expectation for the union is set in motion, any feeble attempt by Claudia to sway public opinion will simply be drowned out by the overwhelming tide.’

Armin Redvell’s political maneuvers were nothing short of meticulous.

Even though Claudia’s faction was at a relative disadvantage, he did not let his guard down. 

He methodically blocked every move and means she might attempt.

Unlike his younger siblings, who recklessly expended their forces in a piecemeal manner, Armin sought total domination from the outset. 

His strategy made it clear why he had long solidified his position as Redvell’s heir.

However, one unfortunate miscalculation remained—Armin had assessed his opponent within the bounds of common sense.

“Armin Redvell!! You dare stab me in the back!?”

Thus, when the second prince stormed into his domain, his face flushed red with rage, Armin was left utterly baffled.

“Please, Your Highness, calm yourself. A backstab? How could I possibly commit such a dishonorable act against you? First, let us discuss this matter—”

“Calm? Discuss? Do you think I can remain calm?! Do you have any idea what I just heard from that wretch Bartholomew?!”

Grand Duke Bartholomew.

A prince of the Virca Kingdom and a formidable contender for the throne.

Hearing that name, Armin’s expression subtly hardened.

He immediately sensed that this wasn’t just a misunderstanding or a minor incident—it was something far more serious.

And his instincts proved correct with the words that followed from the enraged prince’s mouth.

“That bastard had the audacity to tell me, ‘Your Highness, I understand that you may be impatient, but to think you would go so far as to sell a child of your own blood for political gain. As a member of the royal family, your integrity is now in question.’ That’s what he said! Now, the entire royal court is abuzz with rumors that I tried to sell my niece to strengthen my position! That wench Claudia is running around with Bartholomew, claiming this whole affair is my conspiracy! Are you still going to pretend you know nothing?!”

“This is utterly ridiculous…”

Armin staggered slightly.

His head throbbed as if he had just been struck with a hammer.

‘They know Redvell has sided with the second prince, yet she defected to the grand prince’s faction? Is she insane?’

The Marquisate of Redvell and the Countdom of Sarnos were respectively backing the second prince and the grand prince, pouring significant effort into securing victory.

Whoever won would claim immense rewards as a key contributor to the throne’s succession. 

Conversely, the losing side would suffer severe repercussions.

If the grand prince were to win, he would never leave the Redvell family unscathed for having hindered him by supporting the second prince.

Given Redvell’s substantial influence, outright annihilation would be impossible. 

However, with both the royal family and the Countdom of Sarnos working together, they could exert enough pressure to cause unimaginable damage.

And yet, in such a delicate situation, Claudia had switched sides and struck at Redvell’s back?

Simply because she didn’t want to get married?

‘This… this foolish girl…! There are limits to one’s naivety!’

Even for someone as cautious and thorough as Armin—or perhaps precisely because he was so meticulous—he had never considered Claudia might pull such a reckless move.

Fine.

She may have evaded immediate consequences for now.

But what comes next?

If the second prince won, he would never let Claudia off the hook.

If the grand prince won, Claudia’s usefulness would be exhausted.

Did she believe she could control Redvell through her puppet rule?

Did she think the vassals would accept a traitor to the family?

From Armin’s perspective, Claudia’s actions were akin to setting her own house ablaze simply because she disliked the pests inside.

Maybe she would survive through the summer.

But come winter, she would freeze to death from her own folly.

The real problem, however, was that she might take Armin down with her.

“Please, Your Highness, you must understand! This was entirely Claudia’s independent action! Our family had no part in such a scheme!”

“The mighty House Redvell had no idea a mere noble lady was sneaking out of her estate to collude with the grand prince? Do you expect me to believe that? Surely you wouldn’t claim that you left such an important political piece entirely unguarded?”

“That is…”

Armin gritted his teeth.

He had indeed ordered his subordinates to keep watch over Claudia.

Yet not a single one had reported any suspicious movements.

A painful lesson—no matter how carefully one strategizes, if those executing the plan fail, all is for naught.

Of course, his subordinates had their excuses.

Who could have expected that the servants Claudia had hired included a mage capable of casting illusion spells?

“And even if this truly was her sole decision, it changes nothing! Redvell still stabbed me in the back!”

In a world where guilt by association was the norm, Claudia’s independent actions meant nothing.

As long as she bore the Redvell bloodline, Armin would be held accountable.

Thus, he found himself unwillingly bound to an atrocious group project where failure meant ruin.

No, perhaps it was worse than that.

The true leader of the group was too powerful to be touched, so the punishment fell entirely on the unfortunate second-in-command—Armin himself.

As he desperately tried to placate the raging second prince, he seethed inside.

‘Claudia… I will make you pay for this humiliation…!’

***

Meanwhile, a silver-haired man with streaks of white laughed heartily.

“Ha-ha-ha! That boy’s face turned red and blue like a lantern! This was the most entertaining spectacle I’ve seen in a long time!”

This man was none other than Grand Duke Bartholomew, a prince of the Virca Kingdom and Claudia’s great-uncle.

At his laughter, Claudia offered a sweet smile.

“I am simply relieved that my actions have been of service to Your Highness.”

“You don’t need to use stiff titles like ‘Your Highness’ or anything. Just call me ‘Little Grandfather.’”

“Well, if that’s what you prefer, I’ll call you Little Grandfather.”

“Hah! Most people would at least feign humility and say, ‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly!’ But you just accept it outright, huh?”

“I guess I’m just a straightforward person.”

“Hahaha! Good, good! I’m relieved to see you’re nothing like that sly bastard, the Marquis of Redvell!”

Claudia’s words and actions were as bold as ever.

Of course, even she wouldn’t go as far as to speak rudely to royalty—especially not to a man who was both her granduncle and a prince. 

She maintained at least a minimal level of formality. 

But just barely.

Strangely enough, the prince seemed to find that refreshing, his expression brimming with amusement.

“When my brother decided to give his daughter—your mother—to that damnable Marquis, I was livid. I mean, was it really right to hand a young girl over as a second wife to some man barely older than me? Especially when she was so frail?”

“Political marriages can be a real pain for those on the receiving end.”

“You don’t have to worry. I won’t let you suffer the same fate as your mother. Unlike my brother, I’m not the kind of man who would sell off his own niece for personal gain.”

Claudia didn’t take his grand promise at face value.

The prince may have been playing the role of a doting uncle, reminiscing fondly and showing kindness, but in reality, he was a shrewd politician—a man who wouldn’t hesitate to scheme and wage power struggles to secure the throne.


Even now, the only reason he was acting this way was because Claudia was useful to him.

Hadn’t he dragged her around, making her testify to bolster his case against the Second Prince?

That alone was proof enough of his motives.

For now, he was friendly because she was an asset. 

But would he still act the same way once she was no longer useful?

That remained to be seen.

‘Well, it doesn’t matter.’

‘I’m using him just as much as he’s using me.’

Armin would probably curse her for playing such a dangerous game, calling her reckless. 

But Claudia thought differently.

Even if she aligned herself with the prince, supporting him in his bid for the throne, the Second Prince and the Redvell faction wouldn’t fall so easily.

The Marquis had already secured immense power and wealth.

This struggle would be a long one.

It would take time before Claudia’s usefulness ran out.

And if there was one thing she was confident in, it was that given enough time, she wouldn’t just remain a pawn in this fight—she would become a decisive player, one who could end the succession war on her own terms.

After all, the newly improved techniques Cedric had given her were absurdly powerful.

Even if she abandoned Redvell completely, as long as she had enough time, she could build an entirely new faction to rival them.

Of course, that didn’t mean she planned to throw away what she already had.

“Little Grandfather, you do remember, don’t you? The true culprit behind this incident is Armin. It was his overreach, done in collusion with the Second Prince. This was his scheme, not something orchestrated by Redvell itself.”

“Hmm. But since we’ve got such a golden opportunity, wouldn’t it be better to strike them all down together? The Count of Sarnos is pushing hard for that approach.”

“There’s a difference between stabbing a single vital point with the tip of a sword and swinging it wildly to slash at everything in sight. If you try to cut too many things at once, your strength gets divided.”

“Hah! You have a real talent for sugarcoating ruthless strategies, don’t you? What you’re really saying is that we should cut down the troublesome eldest son while leaving the rest of Redvell intact for you to devour.”

“If the attack targets Armin Redvell rather than Redvell as a whole, then the Marquis’s vassals won’t feel as compelled to resist. That way, you gain a new supporter instead of just an enemy. Wouldn’t that be a better outcome for you, Little Grandfather?”

“After all, if Count Sarnos is your only major backer, you’ll have to cater to their interests when you take the throne. But if both I and Sarnos become your supporters, you can make us compete against each other for your favor.”

“Hmm…”

The prince’s brow twitched at her words.

He was still smiling, but there was now something different lurking beneath that grin.

“…I take back what I said earlier.” 

His voice carried a hint of amusement laced with something sharper. 

“You may look like your mother, but on the inside, you’ve definitely inherited the blood of that cunning Marquis.”

“…I’d appreciate it if you took that part back.”

Claudia’s face twisted with unmistakable distaste.

Seeing her blatant, all-too-human reaction, the prince burst into hearty laughter once again.


From the shadows of the room, where he stood quietly among the other servants, Cedric watched the scene unfold, a satisfied look on his face.

Yes, he had given Claudia a general strategy to follow. 

But it was her own quick thinking and sharp instincts that had allowed her to maneuver so skillfully in the moment.

The spoiled noble girl—once dismissed even by her own household staff—had grown into someone capable of discussing the fate of the kingdom with a contender for the throne.

This was the state of things with just one week left before Cedric’s contract expired.



 
  Chapter 52: Servant Cedric (18) – A lucky day for a noble lady


Cedric thought to himself.

‘My physical condition is in bad shape.’

His entire body felt as though it were weighed down by lead, and his limbs constantly tingled and ached. 

His once-sharp senses had dulled to the point where, with the aid of magic, he could barely maintain a level of functionality that was close to that of an average person. 

There was no doubt about it—his body was heading toward ruin.

It could almost be considered inevitable.

During the assassination attempt on Claudia, the strength he had used was about mid-level for a rank 4. 

It was easy for a body double like Bern, who was specialized in physical combat, to use such power. 

But for Cedric, who had pursued versatility at the expense of mastering any one skill, such power came with a tremendous backlash. 

His body had already suffered a great deal of strain by that point, and afterward, he had pushed himself further by using magic beyond what was allowed.

Armin Redvell’s surveillance was as tenacious as his personality, and to slip past the eyes of his subordinates while delivering a surprise attack, Cedric had been forced to combine various magic spells. 

Even though Cedric could clearly feel his body creaking and groaning under the strain, he still forced himself to smile.

‘At least the contract is almost over. That’s a relief.’

After all, this body wasn’t his original one. 

Even if he were to collapse in despair, it wasn’t the end of his life. 

As long as it wasn’t destroyed abruptly by an external force, like what happened during the incident with Bern, the backlash of returning to his true body would be minimized.

If there were any real cause for anxiety, it was whether or not he could fulfill his role as “Servant Cedric.” 

But fortunately, considering his current state, he felt he could hold on for the remaining time.

“Cough! Cough! Hah… I almost spilled it on my clothes.”

After the sudden burst of blood, Cedric, with a bitter smile, quickly composed himself and continued on his way.

Unaware, because of his dulled senses, there was a maid who would soon be shocked by the sight of him.

***

Sometimes, for no particular reason, a person wakes up feeling unexpectedly good. 

Today was such a day for Claudia.

Her maids, perhaps sensing this, went about preparing her for the day, and one of them, who was brushing Claudia’s hair, spoke up.

“You seem to be in a good mood today, Miss.”

“Can you tell that much?”

“Yes. Did something good happen today?”

“Not really. I just feel good for some reason.”

Amid the light, casual chatter, laughter blossomed in the room. 

As Claudia observed the maids’ smiling faces in the mirror, she couldn’t help but think to herself:

‘If this were the old days, I would have been stiff as a doll, working in silence.’

Just a few months ago, it would have been unthinkable for any of the maids to engage in casual conversation with Claudia. 

At the slightest indication that Claudia was upset, a slap would have been swiftly delivered. 

No maid would dare speak freely.

‘How foolish I was.’

Just because she was struggling and suffering didn’t mean it was okay to take her frustrations out on others. 

The servants were not mere objects for her to control at will; they were human beings, just like her, with blood running through their veins and capable of feeling pain.

Establishing authority as a noble and causing unnecessary harm were two different things. 

In fact, by engaging in lighthearted conversations like this, not only was work efficiency maintained, but it had even improved compared to before.

These were truths she had either not known or had chosen to ignore in the past.

‘Now I feel genuinely sorry again…’

Of course, she had already apologized for her past mistakes and compensated financially, but the guilt still lingered in her heart, and it wouldn’t vanish so quickly. 

Some of the servants may have accepted her apology with sincerity, while others likely did so because of her noble status. 

Knowing this only made the discomfort grow.

This unease would have to be slowly repaid over time.

***

At breakfast, the head chef, who had been diligently honing his skills, presented a menu that was quite familiar to Claudia.

“Omelette rice and Hamburg steak, huh?”

“I learned how to prepare these from Cedric, but it took me some time to make them my own. Please, enjoy it.”

Unlike the usual red sauce Cedric had used, this omelette rice was topped with a rich, brown sauce. 

Taking a bite, Claudia nodded slightly.

‘This is pretty good in its own way.’

It had a deeper, more sophisticated flavor than what she was used to, with a grown-up taste that was quite different from the usual. 

Though she preferred Cedric’s version, she suspected that other nobles would probably like this one more.

The Hamburg steak, unlike Cedric’s usual large chunk, was now made into bite-sized, round patties, making it easier to eat with a fork. 

It tasted just fine.

“Hmm, it’s good. Tasty.”

Claudia’s simple compliment eased the tension in the chef’s body, and a joyful smile spread across his face. 

She felt a little sorry for him. 

It wasn’t like she had said anything extraordinary, but perhaps he had been starved for recognition.

It wasn’t such a difficult task to tell someone that the food they made for her was delicious, especially in such a grand mansion.

***

As Claudia stepped into the garden, she noticed a few of the servants were tending to the blood hounds.

Well, not exactly tending, but playing with them.

“Go on! Good job!”

“No! No! Why aren’t you listening?”

“Isn’t it all about skill?”

“What? Hey! Let’s switch handlers and try again!”

“Ah, I was just telling the truth. Why are you so upset?”

As the servants bickered, the two small blood hounds yawned lazily, ignoring them completely. 

It was a stark contrast to the past when the servants would tremble just by seeing the shadow of a blood hound from afar.

It was a remarkable change.

Of course, one couldn’t treat a giant beast like a lion the same as a small dog, but…

‘Have they forgotten that the blood hounds they’re playing with right now have my blood running through their veins?’

Claudia didn’t always share what the blood hounds saw and felt in real-time. 

However, when she faced them, she could receive their experiences as valuable information. 

Conversely, she could issue somewhat complicated orders, like telling them where to go for help in certain situations.

She had already instructed the blood hounds scattered throughout the territory to teach their young ones what they had learned. 


So, even without Claudia directly overseeing everything, the security system would carry on.

Claudia considered giving the servants a light piece of advice but decided against it. 

Honestly, watching them was an entertaining sight.

***

Woof!

Ruff!

As if sensing Claudia’s intent, the two blood hounds conveyed their determination.

“We’ll tell you later how they played with us!”

Claudia smiled as she left the garden.

Her next stop was the manor’s office. 

The steward, Bestian, who now naturally held papers in his hands, was reporting on the state of the territory’s management.

“There has been a steady increase in the number of free citizens attempting to settle in Eched Province. It seems that the territory’s reputation—being a land where one doesn’t have to worry about criminals or monster attacks—has become quite attractive to them.”

“Is there any problem with food or territory?”

“No. The land in the Eched domain has mostly been unused and neglected, so if we gradually open up farmland for the settlers, there shouldn’t be any major issues. The finances of the territory are also quite ample, so if needed, we can buy food from outside.”

“I should be grateful to my brother and sister. What they managed to extract must have been quite something.”

“After all, this is the price paid for the lady’s life being threatened. I doubt anyone would complain even if they took more.”

“What about the reactions from other territories under the Redvell domain?”

“Some are quite surprised to see the lady supporting Prince Regent rather than Prince Second, but those who openly show hostility are a minority. After seeing the Marquis not impose any restrictions on the lady, many have interpreted it as ‘dividing the eggs.’”

“If all your eggs are in the basket of the second prince, you’ll lose everything the moment he falls. But if you divide the eggs between the prince regent and the second prince, even in the worst case, something will remain.”

Of course, this was purely a theoretical strategy, and in practice, it was problematic.

Right now, the second prince was having a fit, accusing people of straddling both sides.

Meanwhile, the Marquis of Redvell, indifferent to the second prince’s antics, wasn’t even bothering with him.

It was the eldest son, Armin, who was enduring the stress to the point of losing his hair.

“You’re working so hard for your younger sister… the eldest son really is different.”

Claudia giggled.

Though she had become more composed and dignified, and was softer to her own people, her fundamental nature hadn’t disappeared completely. 

The joy she took in others’ misfortune made her the very image of a villainous young lady.

After reviewing various documents for a while, Claudia decided to take a break and find Cedric.

She wanted to drink the tea he’d made for her.

“Here you are, Lady.”

A moment after her call, Cedric appeared with a serving cart, and Claudia quietly took a sip of the tea he had brewed.

He had skillfully adjusted the temperature so that it was just right for drinking, preserving the aroma even though it had cooled a little.

It was a talent that could only be attributed to Cedric…

“Huh?”

Claudia felt a strange discomfort and tilted her head.

She took another sip of the bright orange liquid.

And then she was sure.

“The aroma is weaker than usual.”

The taste felt unchanged, but the fragrance, an essential part of the tea, was much weaker than usual.

Cedric had mentioned that he used magic to lower the temperature while preserving the aroma, so perhaps something had gone wrong in that process.

Even though she was drinking what she considered a failure, Claudia didn’t get angry.

In fact, she found herself a little pleased.

So Cedric could fail too, huh?

She thought, oddly charmed and amused by the idea.

“Well, the taste is off today. Are you too relaxed lately?”

Claudia said teasingly, looking forward to the usual cheeky response from Cedric.

But the reaction that came was completely unexpected.

Cedric widened his eyes in genuine surprise, before his face fell into a somber expression, and he bowed his head.

“…I am sorry, Lady. I have no excuses.”

“Huh? Oh, uh, no need to worry about it. People make mistakes. You told me that yourself, right?”

Claudia, who had intended to tease him, hastily tried to comfort him. 

She hadn’t expected him to react this way at all.

For her, Cedric had become an inseparable part of her life. 

She was not the kind of person who would scold the servant who had changed her life over a trivial mistake.

Or at least, that was true until she heard Cedric’s next words.

“I am deeply grateful for your great generosity. You’ve truly grown a lot. Now, I feel I can leave without worry, Lady.”

“…Leave?”

Claudia murmured, her face blank.

A moment later, the peaceful expression she had been wearing twisted into something dark.

“Don’t talk nonsense. Where do you think you’re going?”

“The contract period is almost over.”

“Well, we can just renew it!!”

Clink!

The teacup Claudia had been holding fell to the floor, shattering with a loud noise.

But Claudia didn’t even glance at it. 

Her gaze was fixed solely on Cedric.

“Don’t go. You’re mine. You’re my servant. Do you think I’d let you leave?”

“Even if you say so, the contract renewal is impossible, Lady.”

“So, why?!”

Clang!

Claudia slammed her hand down on the table, rising to her feet.

Her burning gaze met Cedric’s calm eyes.

The first to lower their head was Cedric.

“…It seems you’re a bit upset right now. I will come back later.”

Cedric said, and with that, he left the room. 


Claudia glared at the door he had exited through before collapsing back into her chair with an angry gesture.

At that moment, the maid, Neria, entered to clean up the broken cup fragments.

After sweeping and mopping carefully, Neria hesitated, for some reason, and didn’t leave immediately.

Claudia, now sharply on edge, was about to let out her frustration when Neria spoke.

“Lady, actually—”



 
  Chapter 53: Servant Cedric (19) – Rational Reasoning


Claudia had rarely experienced running with all her might.

From the beginning, she had never been fond of moving her body much, and as a noble lady, even the act of walking fell within the bounds of “etiquette.” 

But at this moment, all of that was meaningless—she was running with all her strength.

The mansion’s servants watched her in shock, murmuring something as she passed, but she didn’t care. 

Even the breath that threatened to choke her was secondary.

“Mr. Cedric… Lately, he hasn’t seemed well.”

“Compared to before, the amount of work he does has decreased significantly, and his speed has slowed. Even so, he still does more than his share, but… How should I put it? If before he was someone you couldn’t even dream of catching up to, now he’s merely ‘exceptionally skilled’ among his peers.”

“I thought maybe he was just taking it easy since the mansion and the territory have stabilized. But the other day… I saw him cough up blood.”

“And the way he naturally erased the traces without any sign of panic or shock… It seemed like he was already well aware of his condition.”

“I hesitated to say anything since it’s a private matter, but I thought, at the very least, you should know, my lady.”

The maid’s words echoed in Claudia’s mind over and over. 

With unpracticed strides, she continued to run—stumbling, but never stopping.

At last, she reached Cedric’s quarters. Without hesitation, she grabbed the door handle and tried to fling it open.

But it didn’t budge.

Thud! Thud!

“CEDRIC! Open the door! Cedric!!”

She pounded on the door with all her might, pulling at the handle desperately. 

A moment later, the lock clicked, and the door opened from within.

Standing there was Cedric, his round eyes widened in surprise. 

His dog-like features—always full of warmth—now carried an air of confusion as he looked at Claudia, who was gasping for breath.

“My lady… What’s the matter?”

“You… You…! Huff… So… Huff!”

“Please, calm yourself first. Try to breathe. Slowly, now.”

With Cedric’s guidance, Claudia finally steadied her breath. 

Then, she immediately turned on him, demanding an answer.

“Cedric, are you sick? Huh? Don’t lie—tell me the truth!!”

At her relentless questioning, Cedric’s eyes narrowed for a split second before a wry smile spread across his lips.

“There is nothing for you to worry about, my lady.”

“How can I not worry?! Where? Where does it hurt? Have you seen a doctor? Should I call one? Huh?”

“My lady.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?! Is that why you’re quitting? Because you’re too sick to work? Are you afraid I’ll throw you out if you can’t work?!”

“My lady.”

“I would never do that! You don’t have to do anything! You don’t need to cook omelets or serve tea! You just have to stay—”

“Claudia, my lady!”

His voice, normally so gentle and teasing, now carried a firm, reprimanding tone.

Claudia flinched, her body trembling at the unexpected scolding.

“I apologize for interrupting you. But I believe you are mistaken about something, and I need to correct that.”

Cedric’s voice was calm, but unyielding. 

Looking up at him with wide, uncertain eyes, Claudia swallowed her nerves as he continued.

“First of all, it is true that I haven’t been feeling well. However, it is not nearly as severe as you fear.”

That much was true.

“And secondly, I am not leaving because of my health. I am leaving because I have completed my work here. I simply wish to move on to new tasks in a new place. It is not for the reasons you are imagining.”

That, too, was true.

“And finally, a servant who does nothing, merely relying on their master’s mercy to stay by their side, is no longer a servant. That would go against my pride.”

Cedric had spoken nothing but the truth.

His words were so resolute, so absolute, that even Claudia—who had been convinced he was gravely ill—felt a moment of doubt.

In the end, she had no choice but to take a step back.

“F-Fine… If you say so, then I’ll accept it for now. But we’ll talk about rehiring you tomorrow.”

“I do not expect my answer to change, but as you wish, my lady.”

Bowing his head politely, Cedric stepped back into his room.

Claudia, with no choice but to leave, turned on her heel. 

She knew that if she lingered, Cedric wouldn’t be able to rest his unwell body properly.

She was so lost in thought that she failed to notice the strange looks the other servants were giving her.

“Is Cedric really fine? But… he coughed up blood…”

Claudia did not possess the keen insight to judge someone’s condition just by looking at them.

The Bloodhound Beasts could detect a person’s health through their animal instincts and relay that information to Claudia, but even they had never been entirely reliable when it came to Cedric.

Even when they were gathered as an elite pack, they had failed to properly assess him. 

Now that they were scattered in smaller groups, their abilities would be even less effective.

She could call a doctor to examine him, but something told her that Cedric would find a way to hide the truth even from them. 

No matter what the doctor said, this unease wouldn’t disappear.

Then, suddenly, a face surfaced in her mind.

If this were the Claudia of the past, she would sooner bite off her own tongue than ask this person for help. 

But when it came to Cedric, things were different.

Claudia clenched her fists.

***

“Hah… So, what you’re saying is, you want me to figure out that servant’s condition?”

Marquis Redvell’s face twisted in disbelief.

And it was hardly surprising.

His youngest daughter, who had been under intense political scrutiny lately, had barged in unannounced—without a single appointment. 

That alone was shocking.

But for her to then ask this of him?

To demand that the head of House Redvell—one of the most powerful figures in the empire—be used as nothing more than a health examiner for a mere servant?

It was beyond absurd.

“If this is a joke, I’ll admit, it’s not a bad one. When something is so ridiculous, sometimes all you can do is laugh.”

“Do I look like I’m joking?”

Despite his sarcasm, Claudia’s eyes remained deadly serious.

And so, for the first time, the Marquis considered answering her sincerely.

“It had better be a joke. Because if it isn’t… then that would mean my own daughter is throwing all decorum aside, all for the sake of a mere servant.”

“It was a warning.”


If the other children of the Marquis had been present, they would have turned pale, lowered their heads in submission, or at least taken a cautious step back, suppressing their emotions.

But Claudia did neither.

“To me, Cedric is more important than your recognition.”

“Do you think everything you have will remain without my approval?”

“Don’t act like planting a single seed in the soil makes the entire forest your property. How long do you plan to milk this?”

In the Kingdom of Virca, where the authority of the patriarch was absolute and children were seen as mere extensions of their parents, such words were enough to make most people recoil in horror or burst into fury.

And Marquis Redvell was not a man detached from power and authority.

No, he was not.

But—

“Hmm.”

He was competent. 

And for the sake of greater power and influence, he could suppress a fleeting moment of anger or displeasure.

He weighed his options—whether to cast Claudia aside or to compromise—and quickly reached a conclusion.

“I suppose I could have someone check on his condition. But it won’t change anything.”

“What do you mean?”

“The man himself said it, didn’t he? That he needs to move on and start anew. Once such a decision is made, there is no turning back. He will leave.”

“…What?”

Claudia’s voice trembled as she struggled to understand.

The Marquis spoke calmly, as if explaining something obvious.

“If Cedric was merely after wealth and status, he wouldn’t be leaving. Just by staying by your side, he could live a life that most commoners couldn’t even dream of. As long as you don’t change your mind, that is.”

Cedric had achieved great feats at Claudia’s side.

Even if she chose to reward him generously, no one could protest—his accomplishments were beyond dispute.

And yet, he had chosen to walk away.

“Surely you’ve suspected it yourself. That man, Cedric, is no ordinary commoner. No, even among nobles, very few could rival his overwhelming skills. Someone like him—someone that exceptional—must have been raised by a powerful force, perhaps a nation or an organization of similar magnitude.”

Claudia could not refute it.

His words made too much sense.

“And think about it—even the force that trained him, the one that turned him into such a refined talent, sent him to a foreign land as a mere servant. Then, they drove him to the point of coughing up blood. That means, to the people backing him, Cedric is just a piece on their board. He’s not entirely disposable, but he’s not irreplaceable either. He’s valuable, but not invaluable.”

Indeed, even the Crown Prince treated his closest retainers with the same level of detachment.

The Marquis’s insight was remarkable—after all, this was the man who had dragged a crumbling noble house back to the pinnacle of the kingdom.

Claudia’s voice quivered as she asked,

“Then… who? Who are the ones controlling Cedric like this?”

The Marquis let out a short breath before answering.

“I can’t say for certain—I’m no fortune-teller. But if his claim of being from the Empire is not just a disguise but a statement made without fear of being exposed, then his backers are likely the Imperial family. If it were any other faction within the Empire, no matter how powerful, they wouldn’t risk revealing their origins so carelessly.”

If a great demon had been present, it would have affirmed that the Marquis was, in fact, a fortune-teller.

“…No way.”

Claudia covered her mouth with both hands.

The Kingdom of Virca, situated at the southwestern edge of the continent, did not share a direct border with the Empire to the northwest. 

To most Vircans, the Empire was nothing more than a distant superpower—an abstract force that loomed far beyond their reach.

But Claudia was different.

Determined to fulfill her duties as a lord, she had studied tirelessly, absorbing knowledge about politics, warfare, and the balance of power across the continent.

And she knew the truth.

There was no single nation capable of standing against the Empire alone. 

Even the second- and third-strongest countries would have to join forces to stand a chance.

Virca, which was uncertain whether it even ranked in the top ten, could do nothing but offer feeble resistance, no matter how desperately it fought.

“Now, do you understand?” the Marquis asked. 

“If you truly want to keep that servant, Cedric, by your side, you’ll need power—enough to stand face-to-face with the Imperial Crown Prince and negotiate. And right now, you’re nowhere close.”

Even the great Marquis Redvell, a man whose influence was nearly untouchable in Virca, was nothing more than a provincial noble in the eyes of the Empire.

For Claudia, who had only just begun to spread her wings, the gap was too vast to even measure.

The weight of those words pressed down on her like an avalanche.


The Marquis, sensing his daughter’s growing despair, decided to offer a rare moment of kindness.

Perhaps he was recalling Cedric’s parting advice—that in his later years, he should not be alone.

“Don’t waste your time chasing what you cannot hold onto. Instead, cherish the time you have left.”

Claudia trembled, her lips parting as if to refute his words, but no sound came out.

In the face of such undeniable logic, all she could do was lower her head in silent defeat.



 
  Chapter 54: Servant Cedric (20) – Goodbye, my servant.


The great demon Lucidra had been in an exceptionally good mood lately.

How good, you ask? 

So good that she would randomly find herself smiling, the corners of her lips twitching even when she was simply sitting or standing still. 

It was the kind of behavior unfitting for a demon of her caliber—one who once ruled countless beings with a mere gesture or a single smile. 

Lucidra knew this well, but she simply couldn’t suppress her laughter.

‘This time, I’ve won.’

It had been months since she had awakened from her long seal and forged a contract with Crown Prince Alondre. 

Initially, she had assumed that toying with a naive young master who had grown up coddled and clueless about the world would be an easy task.

But Alondre… was an anomaly. 

No, to put it politely, he was exceptional. 

To speak plainly, he was not human.

His abilities were borderline fraudulent, and his personality was even stranger. 

Lucidra had suffered greatly because of him, having been tricked and humiliated in ways she never could have imagined.

But that humiliation ended here.

From what she observed, that noble girl, Claudia, had no intention of letting Cedric—Alondre’s clone—go. 

The crown prince himself believed that since he had fulfilled his part of the deal and the contract had expired, he was free to leave. 

But human emotions were never that simple.

‘A girl in love is the most reckless creature in existence. No matter how remarkable you are, you won’t escape this one.’

Whether Claudia tried to hold him back by using her noble authority or resorted to emotional pleas about how she would fall apart without him, her actions would contradict Alondre’s intentions. 

The prince wanted her to stand on her own as a ruler, yet Claudia was bound to act in a way that directly opposed that wish.

And that meant Lucidra had won their bet.

‘Hah… Haha. Hahaha! What should I demand? What could I possibly ask for that would let me make up for all the humiliation I’ve suffered?’

Due to the meticulously crafted contract written by the prince himself, she couldn’t make any outrageous demands like a typical demon tricking their contractor. 

Overthrowing the empire by turning him into her puppet was impossible.

But she could certainly take her revenge in a personal, petty way.

Just as she was mulling over her options, Lucidra shifted her consciousness from the prince’s shadow to Cedric’s. 

It was time to witness the spectacle of Claudia’s desperate attempts to keep him by her side.

Or so she thought.

“…Fine. I’ll let you go.”

—What?

Claudia had just returned home from a meeting with the Marquis. 

Perched on her shoulder was a serpent made entirely of blood, one of the Marquis’s blood beasts that he had lent her in lieu of accompanying her himself.

Even though she had accomplished her goal, her expression remained dark.

‘Cedric is an imperial agent?’

The Marquis had dismissed it as mere speculation, but Claudia had sensed something in his tone—an unsettling certainty.

More than that, the theory explained everything about Cedric’s unnatural competence.

She wanted to deny it, but she couldn’t.

The realization gnawed at her insides.

“Milady?”

She was pulled from her thoughts when Cedric looked at her with his usual round, earnest eyes. In that moment, her mind went blank.

She had countless things she wanted to ask him, yet now that they were face to face, her thoughts scattered, leaving her unable to say a word.

—Hiss.

The blood serpent, however, had no such hesitation.

Anxious to return to its master, the creature flicked its tongue, carefully studying Cedric.

—Hiss?

A moment later, it tilted its head in confusion.

As a predator attuned to life and death, the serpent could tell that the being before it was on the verge of death.

And yet, at the same time, it sensed an immense, overwhelming force sustaining him.

Two completely contradictory sensations coexisted within Cedric, leaving the serpent baffled. 

If it were human, it would have cocked its head in confusion. 

Eventually, it decided to relay what it had sensed to Claudia in its own crude way.

However, there was one crucial thing to keep in mind: blood beasts did not communicate in human language. 

They merely shared ‘intent’ through their connection to their master.

This meant that while the Marquis could understand them perfectly, Claudia—despite sharing his blood—still received distorted interpretations of their messages.

The Marquis was aware of this and had tried to warn her, but she had been too lost in thought to listen properly. 

He had noticed her inattentiveness, but he hadn’t pressed the issue. 

After all, a minor mistranslation in phrases like “healthy” or “unwell” wasn’t something to be overly concerned about.

But this time, the distortion had significant consequences.

What the serpent meant to say was:

—He’s barely holding on, but something powerful is keeping him together.

However, Claudia heard:

—He’s already dead. Something immense is forcibly keeping him ‘alive.’

Her blood ran cold.

With a trembling voice, she blurted out the question that had surged to her lips unbidden.

“Cedric… are you connected to someone through magic?”

Cedric’s expression froze.

Of all the reactions she had seen from him, this was the most shocked she had ever witnessed.

His gaze darted between Claudia and the blood serpent on her shoulder. 

Then, understanding dawned on him, and a faint, bitter smile tugged at his lips.

“So that’s why you left the manor without a word. You went to the Marquis for help.”

Claudia bit her lip.

“T-That’s not important right now! So… is it true? Is that why you’ve been saying you’re fine?”

Some kind of overwhelming magic was binding Cedric, keeping him alive.

It wasn’t a foreign concept to her. 

Even her own blood beasts could return to her, recovering from any wound as long as they made it back.

Cedric let out a short sigh.

If he could have hidden it until the end, it might have been different. 

But to deny it now, in front of someone who had already seen through the truth, would be nothing but a disgraceful display.

“Yes, that is correct. As long as this magic (clone) exists, true death will never come for me.”


“No way… You were bound by such a spell (subjugation)?!”

Claudia was utterly shocked.

Not only had the empire dispatched agents, but they had also seized control over their very lives. 

How powerful, and yet how cruel, the empire truly was.

While Claudia stood speechless, her mouth opening and closing without sound, Cedric continued his confession.

“Not everything I did here was pure. In fact, one could even call it an act of evil. After all, I deceived and used you.”

“That… that wasn’t your fault.”

To Claudia, Cedric was nothing more than a man forced to obey commands with his life held on a leash. 

How could she possibly blame him for that?

“No. It is my fault. Everything I did was by my own will.”

Yet Cedric firmly denied her words.

He spoke nothing but the truth, but to Claudia, it seemed more like noble integrity—an unwillingness to evade responsibility.

“To trouble my lady with such burdens… Perhaps I am unworthy of being a servant.”

“N-now is not the time to worry about that!”

“No, my lady. You are what matters most.”

Cedric looked directly into Claudia’s tear-filled eyes.

“Do you know, my lady? If we are to look at it in the coldest terms, a servant is merely someone who works under a master in exchange for money. There is no warmth or recognition in that.”

“But when a master is someone truly worthy of loyalty, a servant carries pride in their heart. When their master is acknowledged by others, they feel joy. When their master walks the right path, they take pride in following behind.”

“When I first met you, my lady, you had locked yourself in a cage of your own making, constantly hurting yourself and those around you. You were not someone worthy of respect.”

“But you have changed. You no longer mistreat others. You use the power you possess to help people. When you find yourself lacking, you strive to learn. The servants who once trembled at the mere sight of you now take pride in serving under you.”

Cedric took a deep breath and momentarily paused.

Then, with unwavering confidence, he declared:

“I feel the same.”

Claudia’s eyes widened.

“My name, my status—all of it is a lie. But the joy I felt watching you grow is the one truth I can swear by. The me standing here is but a fleeting mirage, yet as long as you remain a great ruler, ‘Cedric the servant’ will live on in your shadow, immortal. That is why, my lady, you are the most important person of all.”

Claudia did not answer immediately.

For a long time, she simply bowed her head in silence.

Cedric did not rush her.

And at last, Claudia spoke.

“…Fine. I’ll let you go.”

Though he knew she could not see him, Cedric bowed deeply.

“Thank you for your kindness, my lady.”

“Kindness? Don’t be ridiculous.”

Claudia finally lifted her head.

Though her eyes were still wet, her gaze no longer wavered.

A clarity unique to those who had resolved their path shone in her pink eyes, making them glisten like gemstones.

“This is only temporary. Right now, I lack the power and influence… but mark my words. One day, I will stand before those who control you and demand my servant back.”

For a moment, Cedric was taken aback. 

Then, he let out a wry smile.

“So, you intend to demand from the one pulling the strings (me) to return the servant (also me)? That is quite the poetic declaration.”

Even someone like him, who could scoff at most honey traps, found himself intrigued by her resolve.

But admiration was one thing—what needed to be said still had to be said.

“That will be a path filled with thorns, my lady.”

“It doesn’t matter. No matter what, I will see it through.”

“It would be wise to reconsider.”

“I don’t care. This is something I want to do! You have no right to stop me!”

“Haah…”

Cedric sighed.

Something about that sigh must have struck Claudia, as she struggled to pull up the corners of her lips, forcing something close to a confident smile.

“So stay safe and wait for me. One day, I will come for you.”

“…I will not promise to wait. I still think you should reconsider.”

“Hah! Perfect! You need to be on the losing end for once!”

“Goodness.”


From there, their conversation drifted into casual chatter, just as it always had.

Claudia sniffled occasionally as if on the verge of tears, but she never let them fall.

As if to prove that even though goodbyes were painful, this was not the end.

And so, the final day of master and servant passed.

And in the shadows, the Grand Demon wept.



 
  Chapter 55: Servant Cedric (21) – Claudia’s Goal


A Week.

After Cedric left, people had to make efforts to fill the void he left behind. 

In the kitchen, they had to prepare meals a little earlier, the maids had to move a little faster, and the guards had to remain on edge, carefully watching their surroundings.

In other words, the mere effort of stepping up in these areas was enough to replace Cedric’s absence.

Cedric had been involved in so many aspects that, in the end, his influence on any one specific area was not as significant as one might think. 

This, too, was a result of Cedric’s careful management to prevent people from relying too much on him.

Some people were amazed at how perfectly his departure was handled, but Claudia, the person who would benefit the most from it, had mixed feelings.

She had sensed before that Cedric was preparing for his “departure,” but realizing it firsthand was a very different experience than just vaguely thinking it might happen.

Of course, just because it was so easy to fill Cedric’s place didn’t mean that his influence was small.

***

“Dorve, Lupofo, and the Blood Beasts have successfully settled in the Parace Region. Whether criminals or major offenders, the local lords are extremely satisfied with the stable peace, which is unprecedented, due to the Blood Beasts keeping an eye on everyone,” said one of her aides.

“By placing the Blood Beasts at key locations connecting the allied territories with Eched, it has become surprisingly easy to detect and deal with monsters or bandits. Small and medium-sized merchants, who used to struggle with hiring large-scale escorts, have given us great feedback,” another added.

“The territories that have close ties with Lord Armin are silent, but the territories linked to Lord Erwin and Miss Mira are gradually showing signs of wanting to join us. They have been making secret contact,” reported another.

“Eched’s vacant land is quickly being filled by immigrants. The land is owned by the territory but leased to the immigrants, and if they work the land for a certain period, we offer it for sale at a relatively low price. It’s been well received.”

The growth of Eched was so rapid that it could be compared more to rock climbing than climbing stairs, and such rapid growth always brought various side effects.

Especially if they had suddenly recruited people to deal with administrative burdens, it was certain that spies sent by external forces trying to curb Eched’s growth would have turned the territory into a mafia game.

In fact, a few, including Armin Redvell, had considered sending spies, but the expectations were proven futile. 

Eched’s talent recruitment was meticulously and gradually carried out.

Thanks to Cedric’s overhauled administrative system, which was much more efficient than the previous one, there was no need for emergency hires. 

The territory could still be managed smoothly.

Of course, even with such slow, careful recruitment, they couldn’t avoid spies entirely. 

But those who infiltrated were severely restricted in their activities.

That was because the mansion, the territory, and the Blood Beasts were watching every corner with their glowing eyes.

***

“Woof! Woof!”

“The Blood Beasts used to have a scary image, but now, with their red fur, they’re just adorable. I’d love to adopt one!”

“I’m fine with that, but don’t you think it would be a bit awkward having them around all the time?”

“Hey, we’re not taking them into the bathroom. It’s not a big deal. Besides, if anyone tries to harm me, having them around means they won’t dare move a muscle because of how scary those eyes are!”

“That’s a good point. Let’s limit it to those who want one and offer one for adoption.”

Little did the servants know, that adopting a Blood Beast would soon become a symbol of loyalty, a way to show off that “Lady Claudia personally takes care of me!” 

Had they known that, they would have abandoned their spy duties and either fled or quietly switched sides.

In the past, betraying Armin to join Claudia would have been a foolish move, but lately, Claudia’s rapid growth made such a switch seem like a reasonable option.

However, not everything was smooth.

***

“Lady, Baron Vajes has requested that we send more Blood Beasts.”

“Tell him no. That man took money from the criminals in his territory and ignored the warnings of the Blood Beasts. Why should I send them to him?”

Some people wanted to use the Blood Beasts for their abilities but had no interest in improving the welfare of the common folk.

“The Blood Beasts we sent to the western part of the kingdom are being killed rapidly. It seems to be the work of the Sarno family.”

“They’re really trying to provoke us? We didn’t even send them to their territory, but to neutral ground. What’s going on?”

“Wasn’t it the Sarno family that always emphasized they were ‘the sword that protects the kingdom’? It seems like they want to be the ones in charge of maintaining public order.”

The blatant pressure and opposition from rival forces.

***

“My lady, while administration and office tasks are fine, the guards and field operations are screaming for help. The local security is manageable, but the monster extermination missions are becoming overwhelming.”

“Didn’t they hire a lot of people from the immigrants? I heard they brought in those with no work.”

“The numbers are enough, but the quality is the issue. There are just too few soldiers who can actually fight. I think we should postpone the monster extermination.”

“No. No matter how much we weed out the criminals, if we don’t deal with the monsters around the territory, we’ll be limited.”

The greatest problem on Claudia’s mind, however, was the lack of military strength.

She had tried everything—hiring people, equipping them well, and organizing them into teams—but “the quality of force” couldn’t be raised as easily as one would wish.

After all, even the Redvell Marquis family, which dominated in almost every aspect, couldn’t assert itself as the unquestionable number two because they were outclassed in military power by the Sarno family.

The Sarno family had a structured swordsmanship system, efficient magical cultivation methods, and talented personnel. 

When it came to “military power,” money alone couldn’t get you what the Sarno family had.

***

As Claudia was lost in thought, a conversation with Cedric from the past suddenly came to mind.

“…Adventurers.”

“Huh?”

“Let’s hire adventurers. They’re a force we can control with money, right?”

Her attendants looked troubled.

“My lady, they are indeed skilled, but they are also filled with hostility toward nobles.”

“Well, nobles around the capital aren’t so bad, but the ones from other places? They’re just useless trash. Isn’t it natural they would be hated?”

“They might commit a great disrespect toward you.”

“Would they be any worse than Cedric?”

“Ahem! Also, they recently lost their guild master due to reckless extermination missions and are in great confusion.”

“It seems like she’s not in a very good mood. Even if you call for her, it’s highly likely she won’t respond,” one of the attendants said.

“Still, try calling her. Dealing with people is different from dealing with monsters. That’s their area of expertise,” another responded.

The attendants fell silent. 

Although Claudia had stopped lashing out with violence and insults like before, her fierce personality and drive remained unchanged. 

If Claudia set her mind on something, even if those under her were somewhat doubtful, there was little choice but to follow her lead.

A few days later, an adventurer party arrived at Claudia’s doorstep.

“I’m Blanca, the leader of the 4th-tier adventurer party ‘Firefly’,” the woman announced.

She had sky-blue hair and eyes that resembled the vast sky, a striking combination. 

Her attire, a brown cloak and a sword at her waist, was clearly practical for combat, but her slender frame and the polite yet somewhat dignified tone of her voice gave her an impression that wasn’t harsh or barbaric.

Had she changed into a neat business suit, she could easily be seated in an office, handling paperwork without seeming out of place.

However, Claudia sensed something instinctively.

‘This woman is not to be underestimated.’

Even in the presence of Claudia, the noble daughter of the mighty Redvell family, Blanca looked at her with calm and measured eyes, as though evaluating her without fear or jealousy. 

Her companions, in contrast, attempted to mask their nervousness and fear with false bravado, but Blanca was completely composed.

“I’ve heard of Firefly. You’re the powerful adventurers who defeated the Lich, right?” Claudia asked.

“It wasn’t just me. It was a team effort. The heroic deeds of my companions were something I shared in, and I consider their contributions just as important,” Blanca replied.

“I see. Anyway, I’m not interested in fame, just skill. You’ve read the request details, right? You’ll be operating out of Eched, focusing on exterminating monsters in the nearby uncharted territories. The contract is for six months, with the possibility of an extension depending on the situation. If you eliminate a significant number of monsters or special creatures that weren’t listed in the original request, there will be additional rewards. Any issues?”


“The request itself is fine. However, I do have one personal question. Would it be alright to ask?”

Blanca asked.

“A personal question?”

Claudia raised an eyebrow, but after a moment’s hesitation, she nodded. “Go ahead.”

“What is the purpose of this request?”

Blanca asked, her voice steady.

“I saw Eched’s landscape on my way here. Many people were smiling, so it’s obviously a pleasant place to live. From what I can tell, the people are satisfied with the security and safety of the area. So why spend so much money demanding ‘improvements’?”

Claudia didn’t hesitate in her response.

“‘A pleasant place to live’ isn’t enough for me. What I want is ‘the best territory.’ And eventually, I’m going to make not just my land, but the entire Vicra Kingdom, the best.”

“Are you, a noble of Vicra? Don’t you all not care about how the common people live?” 

Blanca’s words were deliberately provocative. 

Her companions turned pale, while Claudia’s attendants reddened with indignation.

At that moment, when Eched’s knights were about to intervene, Claudia raised a hand to stop them and calmly answered.

“Yeah, I didn’t care before. Honestly, I don’t care much more now. It’s just a bit better than before, but I’m still not particularly fond of the common folk.”

“Then why the change?”

Blanca asked, genuinely curious.

“Because the one who saved me wanted a country like that,” Claudia replied, her tone steady.

At Claudia’s words, Blanca froze for a moment.

Her hand, gripping a ringed fist, tightened momentarily before relaxing.

Then, Blanca lowered her head.

“I understand. I apologize for the rude question.”

“It’s fine. So, will you cooperate?”

Claudia asked.

“Our goals might not align perfectly, but I do have my own purpose. And it doesn’t seem to contradict your goals,” Blanca answered, her tone thoughtful.

“Hmm,” Claudia murmured, her lips curling into a slight smile.

She wasn’t known for being generous, but something about Blanca made her feel like they might get along quite well.


“Blanca, was it? I’m looking forward to working with you.”

“Likewise, Claudia,” Blanca said with a soft smile.

The two exchanged warm smiles.

Meanwhile, at the same time, in the Golden Palace…

“I think I’ve been too quiet for too long,” the Crown Prince muttered, and Lucidra, who had been listening, felt a chill run through her.



 
  Chapter 56: Crown Prince Alondre (4) – A good hobby requires proper effort


“Docile”


	Adjective – A person’s character or attitude is calm and orderly.


	Adjective – The appearance is neat and dignified.


	Adjective – The way of working is meticulous and done with care.



[[[4. This word has no connection to the Crown Prince. This will be on the exam.]]]

Inside Lucidra’s mind, a dictionary imbued with demonic power twisted its arm bizarrely, reaching out from its cover, almost as if it were emphasizing a specific part of a page obsessively.

‘What is this? An illusion spell?’

Just as Lucidra was trying to escape reality, the Crown Prince began to mutter nonsensically with a very serious face.

“The adventurer Bern’s life was extraordinary. His journey of slaying monsters that would become the seeds of a great catastrophe and crushing the evil lich’s schemes was exactly the kind of adventure I dreamt of—like the perfect model of an adventurer.”

“And Cedric, the servant, his life wasn’t bad either. Always the one serving, it was a rather refreshing experience to be the one serving for a change. Brewing tea my way, cleaning the way I thought best, even serving an inadequate and clumsy master was… fun.”

“However, this is also a sad nature, you could say. I tend to get entangled in the rules of any organization I belong to. In that sense, the two of them acted too docilely, too logically.”

Lucidra flapped her mouth like a goldfish.

She had so many things to say, so much she wanted to say, but none of them could be put into words.

It almost felt like the silence spell of a great mage.

But Lucidra herself had once been a renowned great demon. 

After resisting the Crown Prince’s powerful magic, she finally opened her mouth with difficulty.

“So, next you plan to destroy the world?”

“Hm? Ah, I suppose, being a demon, your thoughts are wicked. How could I possibly indulge in such things as a hobby?”

“What are you saying, you wicked creature!? How dare you—”

“If that’s how you think, then that’s your perspective. I recognize the freedom of thought, so I won’t stop you.”

Lucidra screamed, her head in a tangled mess, as her wails blended with the background music of the scene. 

The Crown Prince, however, calmly lifted his cup, enjoying the aroma of his tea.

The tea, which was sweetened to Claudia’s taste and cooled down, wasn’t bad, but if he took a sip too carelessly, it would burn him. 

A hot cup of tea suited his preferences much better.

“Anyway, in that sense, my next incarnation will be a lone wolf type, not affiliated with any organization. I’ll maintain the ‘virtue’ as a base, but I’ll move freely, following whatever comes to mind! It should be quite fun. Sometimes it’s good to toss aside words like restraint and moderation and just go wild to relieve stress.”

The Crown Prince nodded as if he was already pleased with the thought of it. Lucidra, with tired eyes, relaxed her shoulders.

“…Well, I guess it doesn’t matter. After all, I’m not the one suffering. If that madman throws off the remaining reins and runs wild, I suppose it’ll be amusing to watch the kids who will suffer because of it.”

“Watch? I doubt you’ll have the leisure to do that.”

“What?”

Lucidra looked at him confusedly, and the Crown Prince spoke, as though it was the most obvious thing.

“You lost, didn’t you? The bet.”

“……”

Lucidra’s eyes rolled dramatically.

Her eyelids twitched before her face twisted into a seductive smile, the kind of smile that could drive men wild.

“Heh heh heh, yes, I know. Don’t worry about saying it. Now, I’ll provide you with the ultimate pleasure. First, let’s get rid of those stuffy clothes—”

“No, from now on, you need to help me lay the groundwork for a new identity.”

The Crown Prince spoke in a light, almost playful manner, as if tending to a great demon.

Lucidra’s lips trembled as she realized her attempt to distract him with a sultry plan had failed.

“A-identity groundwork? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“An adventurer doesn’t really care about the identity of the person, so they can enter the industry without a background. Even a servant of a noble family could enter easily if the situation was special. But you can’t rely on such luck every time, can you?”

There are various professions in the world, but there are many jobs where you are restricted unless you have a certain background. 

The world often demands a profile—where you were born, how you grew up. 

Without these, entering certain industries is almost impossible.

“So, you’ll have to help me build that foundation.”

“Wait, you’re the Crown Prince! If you need a proper identity, just have your underlings make one for you! Why do you need to make me do this?”

After all, this was the Empire, the most powerful nation on the continent.

Creating a fake identity for a foreign country would be easy enough for someone like him.

Why go through all this trouble when there was an easier way?

The Crown Prince casually brushed off Lucidra’s protest.

“Well, if I use my power as Crown Prince to do that, my hobbies would get exposed, wouldn’t they?”

“You already exposed them to others, so why pretend now!?”

“With Blanca, I only told her that it was a ‘clone magic’ and that my real body was somewhere else. As for Claudia, she found out on her own. It’s different, you see?”

Besides, Blanca never believed in clones, and Claudia didn’t know about them, but that wasn’t important.

“More than anything, to do hobbies under the surveillance of family and acquaintances? That’s a nightmare, the worst kind of nightmare. I was even ready to sacrifice a few clones just to make a ‘foundation’… But, lucky for me, you proposed the bet.”

Demons are beings that tempt humans with “I’ll grant your wishes,” leading them toward corruption.

In other words, demons are rare workers that can be used in all kinds of ways.

And if it’s a demon with the title of Great Demon, they’re an even more exceptional worker.

“I… I’m still not fully recovered.”

“Do you need magic power? I can supply it directly. It won’t be much compared to what you’d consume with clones anyway.”

“I’m still unfamiliar with the modern world. It’ll take some time to investigate and adapt…”

“I’m not a merciful person who will let you prepare till tomorrow. Anyway, you can manage without a foundation until the next ‘D’ phase, and if you’re slower than I expected, I can wait until ‘E.’ If you don’t deliver by then, it’ll be considered a breach of contract.”

“You, you’re letting demons loose like this? What if I lead the world into corruption and cause chaos?”

“Hm.”

After Lucidra’s last resistance, the Crown Prince covered his mouth for a moment before speaking.

“Don’t worry. As someone who once shared hobbies with you, I’ll make sure you go down a clean path.”

It was a declaration made without a shred of doubt that she could do it.

What made it even sadder was that, even in Lucidra’s own mind, she couldn’t help but feel that this human—this prince—could truly make it happen.

“Just do it! Just do it!! You cold-blooded, heartless Crown Prince!!”

Tears welled up in Lucidra’s eyes.

Recently, her tear ducts had become weaker, even for a demon.

***

After Lucidra, having gained the Crown Prince’s cooperation, left the palace with tears in her eyes, the Crown Prince was left in deep thought.

“Even though my clone was in poor condition, Claudia, no, the Marquis’s blood magic was able to see through its true nature. That’s my incompetence, there’s no other way to describe it.”

He had plans to create many more clones, and some would undoubtedly suffer from poor health due to overuse, just as his clone had. 

If each time, his true identity was discovered, it would completely ruin the mood.

“I can’t help it. Though the side effects are severe, I had hoped to avoid using them as much as possible.”

The Crown Prince sighed softly, then called for his attendant.

“Bring the secretary to me.”

“Understood.”

The attendant bowed with graceful movements before stepping back, and shortly afterward, a middle-aged man dressed in a neat suit appeared, visibly nervous.

“You called for me, Your Highness?”

“Ah, I apologize for calling you without prior notice.”

“Should Your Highness call, it is only natural that I respond. However, is there some issue with the documents that I submitted?”

“No, it’s not that. I have one request to make.”


“A request? Please, command me.”

“Then, bring all the documents you’re handling.”

“…Pardon?”

It was only natural, but the Crown Prince, despite his busy schedule, did not personally edit every letter or double-check every number in the documents that reached his desk. 

Most of the papers were just awaiting final approval, documents that required nothing more than a stamp of approval.

Of course, the sheer volume of work required to process all those documents, given the centralized power structure and vast territory, could be overwhelming. 

But compared to the ones still being worked on below, the amount was still far less.

Thus, the secretary, knowing this, was forced to ask, though it was rude to do so.

“I-if you have an interest in specific documents, please let me know the details. I will prioritize them and submit them to you as soon as possible.”

“No, just bring them all. Actually, never mind. Thinking about it, it might be faster if I go myself.”

“Yes!?”

Leaving the secretary in shock, the Crown Prince truly marched forward and barged into the office where the officials of the Golden Cloud Palace were hard at work.

The officials, who had been sipping the black magical drinks imported from neighboring countries while struggling with mountains of paperwork, froze in place at the sudden appearance of the Crown Prince.

The Crown Prince spoke to them.

“I’ll say this beforehand, so there are no misunderstandings. What I am about to do is nothing more than taking some time for my personal training; it is in no way a critique of how you handle your work. Think of it as one of life’s occasional accidents, and I hope you can take it lightly. Understood? If you understand, bring me the documents.”

To be honest, the officials still had no idea what the Crown Prince was saying or why he had barged in. 

However, since he was demanding the documents, there was no one bold enough to ignore his command.

Trembling, they handed over the documents. 

And then their jaws dropped in utter disbelief.

‘The mountain of papers… it’s melting away!’

‘No, calculating this, there can’t be even one mistake. But he’s doing it mentally, no calculator, and yet… why is this right?’

‘All the work for the week vanishes from the superior’s hands… Ah, I must have worked too much and fallen asleep! I need to wake up!’

Shock, disbelief, and escape from reality—these were the reactions of the dozens of officials.

The Crown Prince, having finished all the work himself, handed the final approved documents to the secretary and spoke.

“Normally, the bureaucracy makes work out of nothing when there’s nothing to do, so these documents should never be sent to the royal palace all at once. Understand? We in the Golden Cloud Palace took an entire week to process them slowly, didn’t we?”

The officials, in a panic, nodded quickly.

“Yes, Your Highness!!”

“There’s too much work, so we need to do it slowly!!”

“I’ll contact my home and let them know I’ll be working late again!”

With these enthusiastic responses, the Crown Prince smiled contentedly and left.

The remaining officials, left in utter disbelief as an entire week’s worth of work had vanished, blinked in confusion.

Of course, new work would inevitably arrive, separate from what was originally planned. 


But compared to what they should have been handling, this was nothing more than chewing gum.

For the first couple of days, they had been anxious and unsettled, but once they saw that the Crown Prince had truly immersed himself in self-training during his paperwork time, they couldn’t help but smile warmly.

Some of them, with dark circles under their eyes, even felt like crying.

“Of…!”

For even the great demon, and for his subordinates, tears gathered in their eyes—truly, the Crown Prince’s favor was as vast as the heavens.



 
  Chapter 57: The Dauphin – Wildflowers of Sarnos


Many noble families own a “territory” that is tied to their lineage, and by developing these lands, they grow their wealth and power.

However, not all territories in the world are the result of one family’s continuous effort to build and improve.

Levroucq, a city by name, was no exception.

This city, distinguished by the colossal river that ran through its heart, was an ancient city with a history that spanned well over a thousand years.

Long before the kingdom of Virca was founded, Levroucq had already existed, passing through the hands of many rulers.

The direction of its development had changed constantly, reflecting the preferences and tendencies of each ruler.

Some sought to turn it into a massive food production hub, utilizing the abundant resources.

Others attempted to fortify it into a bastion against invaders.

Still, others worked to elevate it as a center of commerce.

The city, in a way, was a patchwork of many different ideas and ambitions.

By the time the House of Sarnos came to power, Levroucq had become a veritable mess—a chaotic mix of visions and failed plans.

Its geographical location was excellent, resources plentiful, and population large, but it was impossible to figure out where to begin in reshaping the city.

The first Count of Sarnos, more of a soldier than an administrator, chose to maintain the status quo instead of undertaking a massive overhaul.

This policy of simply preserving the existing state of affairs carried on through many generations, ultimately reaching the current Count of Sarnos.

The city’s administrative system was a complete disaster.

The population numbers were a mystery, and the city’s layout was nothing short of a labyrinth.

There were roads that should exist, but didn’t, and spaces that shouldn’t exist, which were there as though they belonged.

Corrupt officials and wealthy exploiters stretched the law for their own gain.

The rulers cared only for taxes to flow in, and the city continued to languish in neglect.

If one were to categorize the city as either a “great” or “terrible” one, Levroucq would undeniably fall into the latter.

And in such a disordered city, criminals were inevitably drawn to it.

“Hey, shopkeeper. You’ve lived long enough, so why can’t you understand simple words? I’m asking for the rent, can’t you understand that? Huh?”

A thug with a menacing look growled, glaring fiercely.

A middle-aged man with wrinkled skin, who seemed to shrink under the glare, finally spoke up in a strained voice.

“Ah, I understand. I understand! But these days, business is so bad, I don’t have a single spare coin. With regular taxes eating up everything, if I pay rent too, I won’t even have enough to eat!”

“Haha.”

The thug chuckled. 

He slapped the man’s shoulder roughly with a friendly tone.

“Right, I get it. I’m not unreasonable. I understand.”

“Then…” The man stuttered.

“Then just borrow it and pay me.”

The thug interrupted, gesturing toward the nearby shops.

“Borrow the money from the stores around here. You all work in the same area, so you must know each other’s faces, right?”

The man’s face turned various shades of red, and the other merchants nearby stood silently, looking uncertain.

The only ones smiling were the thug and his gang.

“Goodness, aren’t you being too generous?”

“By the way, these folks seem to be doing business so easily. How can you run a store and not even pay rent?”

“I should’ve moved here sooner instead of struggling elsewhere! Hahaha!”

“Hey, hey, quiet down. I’m talking here.”

The thug snapped, silencing his underlings with a single glare.

The thug, an ex-mercenary, had a sharp smile on his face as he thought, ‘This is too easy.’

Originally, he and his crew operated in the eastern part of the kingdom, a region where the local lord was incompetent and uninterested in managing the land.

This made it easy to carry out their “business.”

But one day, troublemakers from another territory started to encroach, their numbers swelling until they reached the area where the thug’s crew operated.

Although the thug had once made a living as a mercenary and was confident in his skills, even he couldn’t win against overwhelming force.

His crew was eventually pushed westward, and when they reached Sarnos’ territory, the thug initially despaired.

The Sarnos family, known for its military power, was far superior to the weaker eastern lords.

The thug assumed their forces would be impenetrable. 

However, he quickly realized he had misjudged the situation.

The Sarnos military might was strong, but the elite soldiers stayed in the noble districts, far from the commoner or impoverished areas. 

In essence, despite its impressive exterior, the Sarnos military’s power didn’t extend where it mattered most.

‘To think there was no one already occupying this prime area. What luck!’

Just as he was imagining how easy his future would be, a voice suddenly commanded, “Stop right there.”

The harsh tone drew the attention of everyone nearby, and the thug turned to see who had spoken.

‘Guard?’

The first thing that caught his eye was the contrast of silver and black.

The leather armor, treated with a special oil, gleamed with an eerie luster, and the metal on the chest and shoulders gleamed like silver in the sun.

The design was practical, far from the fancy armor of knights, but the emblem of the Sarnos family was elegantly engraved in the center of the chest.

The woman’s face was hidden behind a visor, but the flowing hair that spilled out from beneath her helmet confirmed her gender.

The thug’s face twisted in a flash of anger but quickly returned to calm when he saw she was alone.

“What’s the problem, guard?” 

He sneered.

“Extortion and unlawful demands. A clear crime. Come with me.”

“Extortion? I think you’re mistaken. I didn’t extort anyone, did I, shopkeeper?” 

The thug shot a sly glance at the elderly man behind him, applying pressure with his eyes.

But the old man, perhaps in a state of panic, suddenly screamed.

“No! This thug demanded money from me! And when I told him I had none, he threatened to make me borrow from other merchants!”

“That’s right! I saw him threaten with my own eyes!” 

Another merchant shouted.

“Guard! Please take these men away!”

The thug was stunned.

His gang outnumbered the guards ten to one, and they had all been brought along to intimidate their target.

But the guard stood unfazed, seemingly unaffected by their overwhelming numbers.

The thug thought, ‘Could the guards of Sarnos be so strong they can ignore a ten-to-one advantage?’

Then, he quickly dismissed that thought.

While the guard’s armor looked expensive, she was still just a guard.

If she had any real talent, she would have been a knight or adventurer by now.

The guard spoke calmly, “I have testimony. Even if I didn’t, I would still take you in. Follow me quietly, and there won’t be any violence.”

The thug’s teeth ground together.

He wasn’t afraid of a mere guard, but the Count of Sarnos behind her was a different matter.

He couldn’t run either, as that would ruin his reputation with both his crew and the merchants.

In this business, if you’re looked down upon, it’s the end.

With a growl, the thug pulled out a short sword.

“Get ready. We need to handle this before the other guards arrive.”

His men, armed with daggers and clubs, prepared for a fight.

Wham!

A spear struck the thug’s throat, and he fell to the ground instantly.

His subordinates were not startled by the sudden situation.

There was no time to be shocked, as before they could even comprehend what had happened, they too found themselves rolling on the ground, just like their captain.

The merchants, who had been holding their breath and watching the scene, all suddenly erupted into cheers.

“Done!!”

“Serves them right! Those bad guys!!”

“I knew this would happen! How dare they talk about protection money without fear!”

The guards approached the fallen thugs and began taking the leather pouches from their waistbands.

These were the ‘protection fees’ that had been paid by other merchants before the elderly man had been targeted.

“Here! Everyone! Take this back! If you fight over it, I’ll take it all away, so be orderly!”

At the guard’s words, a few of the merchants eagerly rushed forward.

As they began redistributing the money from the pouches, the elderly man who had suffered the most from the thugs came up to the guard, bowing his head repeatedly.

“Thank you so much, really, thank you! I don’t know how to express my gratitude every time…”

The guard waved his hand dismissively.

“It’s nothing. There’s no need for thanks. I’m sorry for being late.”

“Oh, but it is something! There are only a few guards who come to places like this. Only you and the 8th squad of the Redvells are willing to help us.”

The guard, Dahlia, remained silent under her helmet.

It was a relief that her face was hidden behind the faceplate, as she didn’t want anyone to see her expression.

It seemed that the merchants, now feeling some sense of relief after the thugs were knocked out, had begun chatting among themselves.

“Well, there’s been a lot of these newcomers lately. The locals here don’t dare mess with Dahlia anymore after what happened to them, so I guess they’re outsiders.”

“I heard that the Redvell area is cracking down on criminals. Maybe these guys are refugees from that?”

“Crackdown? How’s that even possible?”

“I heard dogs are chasing down criminals.”

“Haha! What’s that about?”

“You guys really believe that? It’s just a rumor.”

“Whether it’s true or not, it’s still interesting. It’d be funny to see. Don’t we have something like that?”

“You can’t do the same thing here as in Redvell. Everyone knows how much the higher-ups hate that place.”

“Yeah, yeah, as long as we have Dahlia, we don’t need anything else.”

Hearing the merchants talk, Dahlia couldn’t help but force a smile.

They didn’t seem to mean any harm, but still, she hated being compared to dogs.

Clink!

When Dahlia adjusted the spear she was holding, its length immediately tripled, growing to about three times its original size.

With one swift motion, she speared the thugs and their subordinates, hoisting them up like laundry, before slinging the entire load over her shoulder.

This was the most effective way for her to carry a large number of criminals on her own.

The merchants watched in shock, one of them asking nervously,

“Y-You make it look so easy… Isn’t it heavy?”

“It’s fine. I’ll be going now.”


On her way to the prison, Dahlia’s lieutenant hurriedly approached her.

“Captain! Are you going out alone again? Take some of the others with you!!”

“It’s fine. Everyone’s duties are already spread out. I’ll handle this on my own.”

“It’s not your fault, Captain! It’s those other guys in the squad, only interested in the high-class areas. They won’t come near the rest, even if you kill them!”

“Lower your voice. They’ll hear you.”

“Let them hear! But seriously, be careful, Captain. I know you’re good, but the situation’s a bit unstable these days.”

“If it’s criminals from the Redvell area, I know.”

“Yeah, but there’s also something going on with the Belmore Barony nearby. They say a bandit raided it.”

“A bandit, or a whole gang?”

“One bandit. Some crazy guy broke into the baron’s mansion, stole from the warehouse, and then kidnapped Baron Belmore, tying him up in the middle of the street. He even put up a big sign next to him, listing all of the Baron’s wrongdoings. The funniest part is that the thief returned all the stolen money to the victims.”

Dahlia furrowed her brow.

“How irresponsible. Even if you return the money, the Baron won’t leave the victims alone.”

“Apparently, the sign said, ‘If you commit more crimes, next time we’ll leave your body and just take your head.’ The Baron seems too scared to do anything to the victims.”

“That’s a well-known fact about Baron Belmore. Some say it’s satisfying to see, though…”

The lieutenant quickly cleared his throat, avoiding Dahlia’s gaze.

“That bandit is nearby, so please be extra cautious. You know that if anything happens to you, the whole squad will be in danger.”

After a few more words of advice, the lieutenant left, and Dahlia stood silently, lifting her faceplate.

With distrust in her green eyes, she muttered to herself,

“At the end of the day, a thief is still a thief.”

Even though this criminal had committed such an act against a noble, they would be caught soon enough.

But if they made it this far alive, she would personally lock them up in prison.

Dahlia, Captain of the 8th Squad of the Levruc Guard, made that vow to herself.



 
  Chapter 58: The Dauphin (2) – Trailer


“Did you hear? They struck in the Pavello Barony, too!”

“What do you mean, ‘they struck’?”

“The righteous thief! I heard the baron’s sons had a terrible reputation—messing around with the young women of the estate and doing all sorts of vile things. But last night, they were all kidnapped and put on public display in the town square! And all their wealth? Completely stolen!”

“Incredible! But how? They must have had tight security.”

“Hey, did you hear? The Afrim Trading Company got wiped out!”

“That scoundrel finally got what was coming? They call it a ‘trading company,’ but wasn’t it basically a band of thieves?”

“Hah! Even a band of thieves is no match for a real righteous outlaw.”

“But isn’t he afraid of retaliation?”

“They say Baron Toslov suddenly started treating his serfs well. He was infamous for his cruelty, but now he’s acting all kind.”

“Huh? What’s gotten into him?”

“He claims he’s had a change of heart, that he ‘realized even serfs are people,’ or something. But no one believes him. Everyone thinks it’s because of the thief.”

“I used to think he was just another criminal, but if one thief can make nobles change their ways… Maybe calling him ‘righteous’ isn’t so far-fetched after all.”

“Hah! That damn thief is making life difficult for us!”

“Are we even sure it’s just one person? How could a single thief wreak this much havoc?”

“Good point. Maybe it’s an entire organization working under a single name.”

“It’s also strange that they only operate within the Sarnos County. What if they were sent by someone from another territory?”

“Where will they strike next? I hope they come here soon!”

“Don’t worry! If they keep following the pattern, Lebruk is next.”

“Please, get rid of all these rotten nobles!”

“Oh, Dauphin! Dauphin! Save us!”

***

The Sarnos County’s security force was divided into platoons, companies, and battalions.

Smaller baronies had platoons of ten to twenty guards, led by a platoon captain. 

Several baronies were grouped under a single company, with all platoon captains answering to the company commander.

At the top, there was only one battalion commander, overseeing all security forces under the Sarnos family.

Most companies had to manage both their headquarters and smaller villages nearby, but the Lebruk Company was an exception—it was responsible for only one city. 

Lebruk was so large and densely populated that all its security forces were concentrated there.

At that moment, an unusual energy filled the company headquarters in central Lebruk.

“You’ve all heard of this thief causing chaos lately.”

At the company commander’s words, the assembled platoon captains exchanged glances, their eyes glimmering—not with duty or justice, but with something else entirely.

It was the look of someone who had just spotted a fat wallet lying on the ground.

Urgency. 

Suspicion. 

Greed.

The company commander didn’t mind. 

In fact, he seemed pleased.

“The thief—Dauphin. The arrogant bastard isn’t even trying to hide his movements. He started in Baron Belmore’s land and has been systematically hitting neighboring territories. Unless he suddenly changes his pattern, we predict that within a few days, he’ll strike here in Lebruk. You all understand what that means, don’t you?”

One of the platoon captains grinned.

“A fattened pig is marching straight into the hunting grounds, isn’t it?”

“Exactly!”

BANG!

The commander slammed his fist onto the table, his excitement barely contained.

“Other companies have already failed to catch him, humiliating themselves in the process. But if we capture Dauphin, we’ll prove that Lebruk Company is the best! The Count himself will reward us handsomely!”

“OOOOHHH!”

The room erupted in cheers.

Yet beneath the enthusiasm, the captains eyed one another warily, each fearing that another would claim the prize first.

Dahlia, the captain of the 8th Platoon, held back a sigh and raised her hand.

The commander’s expression stiffened slightly upon seeing who had spoken, but he nodded.

“What is it, Captain of the 8th Platoon?”

“Catching the thief is important, but I believe we are being too reckless.”

The air cooled instantly, as if someone had doused the room with cold water.

The commander’s displeasure was obvious, but Dahlia continued.

“We don’t know Dauphin’s true identity, his full capabilities, or whether he has a powerful backer. Most importantly, he has a clear track record of success. Even security forces from other counties—ones under the same Count—have failed to stop him. If we assume this will be easy, we risk making a grave mistake—”

“That’s enough.”

The commander waved his hand dismissively, irritation lacing his voice.

“You’re just saying we shouldn’t let our guard down, right? Did you really need to go on and on about it?”

Because if I don’t explain properly, none of you will take it seriously.

Dahlia bit back her retort, knowing it would be useless.

“Of course, we won’t be careless. Everyone here knows what they’re doing,” the commander continued. 

“Right now, we’re trying to build morale. Do you really need to bring up doubts at a time like this?”

“…I apologize.”

“Tch. Anyway, everyone, stay alert. Increase night patrols, and assign dedicated guards to important figures. Understood?”

The strategy meeting continued, but Dahlia was not given another chance to speak.

She remained silent, enduring the sneering looks from the other captains.

Later, her soldiers stared in disbelief at their assignment.

Of the ten platoons in Lebruk Company, nine were assigned to guard the upper-class districts, which made up only a quarter of the city.

The remaining three-quarters?

That was left entirely to Dahlia’s 8th Platoon.

The assigned patrol area had tripled, yet the number of personnel had been reduced to one-ninth. 

It was an arrangement so absurd that Dahlia had to blink twice to believe what she was seeing.

“I’m sorry. I tried to change it somehow… but I failed.”

Dahlia felt ashamed in front of her subordinates.

Her unit had always patrolled the neglected districts, maintaining order where others wouldn’t bother. 

But before, they only ventured beyond their designated areas when they had the time and resources to spare. 

If manpower was short, they could adjust their patrols accordingly.

But this time, nearly seventy to eighty percent of Lebruk had been placed under their jurisdiction. 

There was no more “patrolling if possible.” Now, it was an absolute necessity.

If they attempted to cover this vast area alone, the entire 8th squad would have to work every single day from dawn to midnight, without a single day of rest.

 And the worst part? 


There was no fixed deadline. 

Their mission would continue “until the thief, Dauphin, was caught.” 

However long that would take.

Dahlia had protested to the company commander, but the response she received was utterly infuriating.

“This is a matter of honor—for Lebruk, and for House Sarnos. As soldiers under the count’s command, isn’t it only natural to demonstrate a little ‘self-sacrifice’?”

The commander claimed the reassignment was necessary to ensure Dauphin’s capture, but Dahlia knew better. 

This was retaliation. 

A punishment disguised as duty.

She could endure being mocked or criticized herself, but knowing her subordinates were suffering because of her made her stomach churn with guilt.

Seeing her head bowed in frustration, the members of the 8th squad exchanged glances.

The lieutenant was the first to speak.

“Raise your head, Captain. This isn’t your fault, so why are you apologizing?”

The others chimed in.

“Nothing much has changed, really. We were the only ones patrolling those areas anyway.”

“If anything, this makes it official. It was annoying doing other squads’ work for them.”

“Better than squeezing through those narrow noble districts, dodging fancy carriages. At least we’ll have open space to move around.”

“Exactly! Captain, it’s that bastard commander who’s the problem, not you!”

“…Wait, aren’t we still in the command headquarters? Are we really badmouthing the commander here?”

“Eh, people talk shit about the count when he’s not around. What’s a little grumbling about the commander?”

“Besides, what kind of authority does he have, anyway? He acts tough in front of us, but he bows and scrapes in front of the main house’s knights and even their servants.”

“If that’s the case, what about the battalion commander? Since he leads the city guard, is he equal to the knight commander?”

“Come on, do you really think the city guard and the knight order are on the same level? Anyone can join the guard, but the knight order is only for nobles. At best, the battalion commander is just an average knight in their eyes.”

What had started as an attempt to console their captain quickly turned into a discussion about the disparity between the city guard and the knight order.

The lieutenant sighed. 

“You guys really can’t stay on topic, can you?”

Dahlia couldn’t help but smile at their easygoing banter. 

Even in the face of an impossible task, their levity lightened her mood.

The lieutenant, scratching the back of his head, turned back to her.

“By the way, do you really think that thief Dauphin is going to show up? If it were me, I wouldn’t go anywhere near a place crawling with guards. Even if he did come, he’d probably take one look at the situation and bolt.”

“Maybe,” Dahlia replied with a shrug.

A thief like him had no sense of honor. 

If things got too risky, he would simply run.

Or at least, that was what she thought.

The very next day, that assumption was shattered.

Dauphin neither fled nor hid. 

Instead, he did something he had never done in any of the other territories he had targeted before.

He made a public spectacle of himself.

On the massive wall of a merchant guild building in the upper district, he left behind a bold message:

“To the less-than-beloved greedy merchant.”

“Henri Montbork, head of Montbork Trading Company.”

“I know you have deceived illiterate farmers, buying their hard-earned grain at dirt-cheap prices. Your warehouses overflow with stock, yet those who toiled for it starve by the day. How is this not an injustice?”

“It is not too late. Apologize and pay them their rightful dues.”


“If you fail to heed this warning by the time the sun and moon trade places twice, I will personally see to it that your wealth is returned to its rightful owners—with interest.”

“Make the wise choice.”

“—Phantom Thief Dauphin.”

It was a declaration of war. 

There was no mistaking it.



 
  Chapter 59: The Dauphin (3) – Showmanship


“I have no intention of falling for such a pathetic threat.”

The man who had received the letter from the notorious Phantom Thief Dauphin, Henri Montbork, declared without hesitation.

“From the beginning, that contract was legitimate! The ignorant fools who couldn’t read made a mistake—how is that my fault? Seriously, it’s absurd.”

It didn’t matter to Henri that Montbork Trading’s staff had read the contract for him and deceitfully explained its contents. 

To him, those were just the actions of subordinates acting ‘on their own,’ and even if they hadn’t been acting on their own, so what? 

There was no way to prove it.

The upper echelons of the guard had a similar perspective.

What mattered to them was that Montbork Trading was one of the largest companies in the entire Kingdom of Virka, one of the top ten, and that they had dealings with the House of Count Sarnos. 

The grievances and suffering of a few farmers were irrelevant to them.

More importantly, they were infuriated by the very concept of a “letter of announcement,” something they had never experienced before in their lives.

“A thief is going to announce who he’s targeting and then show up to rob us? Does he think we’re idiots!?”

In the conflict between the guards and thieves, the guards were at a disadvantage because they had to stay constantly vigilant, never knowing when or where a thief would strike. 

In contrast, the thief could choose the time and place of the attack.

But this Dauphin, this thief, had thrown away that advantage.

After a string of successful heists, his confidence had surged, or perhaps he simply looked down on the guards.

“Don’t let a single ant slip through! If anyone seems suspicious, grab them immediately!!”

“Everyone, stay sharp! If I see anyone dozing off, they’ll be dead before the thief even shows up!!”

The captain barked orders at the lieutenants, who in turn yelled at their soldiers, who, under the harsh reprimands, were filled with rage.

The tension and heat radiating from the guards created an almost tangible atmosphere, so much so that it seemed as though a strange haze was rising around the Montbork Trading building.

Onlookers, witnessing the tense display, whispered amongst themselves.

“There’s no way they’ll be able to break through that.”

“Why would he even announce he’s coming? A thief should sneak in and out quietly.”

“Is he really going to come? Maybe the letter was just a trick, and he’s planning to target somewhere else while the guards are all focused here.”

The air was thick with a mixture of anticipation and concern as the sun set, and the moon began to cast its soft glow across the sky.

At last, the time stated in the letter arrived.

And then, right after.

Thud.

The entire area plunged into darkness.

“Huh?”

“What, what’s going on? Why is it like this?”

The Montbork Trading building had several expensive magical lights installed, which dispelled the darkness of the night, as though showing off their wealth. 

Unlike regular torches, these magical lights were stable and easy to manage, so the guards relied on them for illumination. 

But now, all the lights had gone out at once.

The guards, confused and wondering if the magical devices had malfunctioned, stood frozen. 

Just then, a loud scream echoed from within the mansion.

“AAAH!”

The soldiers immediately realized that the scream had come from the room where Henri Montbork, the head of the trading company, was staying. 

Several lieutenants turned pale.

“Torches! Light the torches! The ones we brought for patrol! Hurry!”

The guards rushed toward the source of the scream, and soon, they found Henri Montbork sitting on the floor of a ransacked room, clutching his leg in agony, his face twisted in pain.

“Master! Are you okay!? What happened?!”

Henri Montbork shakily pointed toward the window.

“He… he tried to drag me away, but when he realized people were gathering around, he ran off that way! Hurry, we need to catch him! Ugh…”

Henri groaned, clutching his leg again, as if he had been injured in a struggle with the thief.

Logically, it seemed strange, but the lieutenants, blinded by the glory of capturing Dauphin, didn’t notice anything amiss.

“Don’t worry, Master! Our first squad will definitely catch him!!”

“Our second squad is on the way! Everyone, run!!”

Most of the guards ran toward the direction they thought the thief had fled, while a few staff members from the trading company arrived late and hurried over to Montbork.

“We’re bringing a stretcher. Please wait a moment. We’ll get you to a doctor right away.”

“No, now’s not the time for that.”

Montbork’s eyes were wide with panic.

“The warehouse! We need to go to the warehouse, now! We have to move my treasures somewhere else, quickly!”

“What do you mean by that?”

“That thief found his way to me without anyone noticing! There’s a traitor among us! Before those bastards touch my warehouse, we need to protect the treasures!”

The staff and remaining soldiers were bewildered, but under Montbork’s repeated urgings, they nodded reluctantly.

“My leg is in this condition, so someone carry me! The rest of you, guide the soldiers! Don’t let anyone get lost, even if the lights are out!”

“Yes, Master!”

“Quickly! Move! Get the cart ready!”

Even as he grimaced in pain, Henri urged everyone to move quickly, determined to protect his treasures. 

The sight left everyone feeling uneasy, but none dared to voice any complaints.

Finally, they arrived at the warehouse, and Henri Montbork gave his next command.

“Alright, the contents are still safe! Now, move them! We need to take them to the back yard!”

“The back yard, sir? If we’re moving them, shouldn’t we do it to the front, where there are more people around?”

“You idiot! The thief ran that way! And we don’t know who the traitor is, so why would we want to advertise where my treasures are? Wait… Are you the traitor?! Trying to get me caught, huh!?”

“N-No! No, sir!!”

The staff and soldiers, too intimidated to protest, quickly loaded Montbork’s treasures onto a large cart and followed his orders, moving everything to the back yard to avoid the prying eyes of others.

Some of the guards attempted to stop them, but Montbork’s harsh curses and accusations of them being accomplices made them back off.

By the time they reached the back yard, everyone was exhausted, their energy drained.

Under the sharp, relentless demands of Henri Montbork, the leader of the Montbork trading company, everyone was forced to move quickly. 

They loaded the cargo onto carts and pushed them along, barely able to catch their breath as they worked. 

Exhaustion was inevitable.

“Alright, this should be good enough,” Henri Montbork said in his calm, reassuring voice. 

“Well done, everyone.”

The soldiers exhaled in relief, grateful for the brief respite. 

However, the staff felt a strange unease. 

This was not the Henri Montbork they knew. 

The man who had been driven by greed and obsession with money was never one to offer such warm praise. 

It was almost unnatural.

As soon as that doubt surfaced, other questions followed in quick succession—questions that had gone unnoticed amid the rush. 


Why had Henri, who had so openly expressed distrust and suspicion, allowed these people to participate in moving the treasure without even a basic selection process?

Where were his personal guards? 

The ones who should have been by his side, protecting him, yet they were nowhere to be seen.

And most perplexing of all—how had Henri, who lacked any real means of defense, managed to withstand the attack? 

How had he only sustained a minor injury to his ankle?

But before they could delve deeper into these mysteries, a sudden shock struck them from behind, knocking them unconscious before they had a chance to react.

In truth, the key to deceiving people isn’t a flawless, meticulously detailed plan. 

What truly matters is an overwhelming, shameless confidence and a force that doesn’t allow the target the opportunity to reason.

In the backyard, the sight that greeted the citizens of Lebruk the next morning was nothing short of bizarre. 

They rubbed their eyes, unsure if they were seeing clearly. 

Even after rubbing their eyes until they stung, the scene remained unchanged.

In the center of Lebruk, in the large square, Henri Montbork and his associates were hanging limply from ropes stretched between buildings. 

They were suspended in the air, dangling like insects caught in a spider’s web.

And attached to the ropes were several signs with the following words:

“To the vile merchant and his accomplices, who are not particularly beloved by anyone, I regret to inform you that I must now teach you a lesson for ignoring my advice.

However, everyone makes mistakes once in a while.

I will forgive you, provided you pay what you owe to the farmers, even if belatedly.

Of course, the small interest you owe for now is another matter, but that will be considered a lesson.

It’s only one warehouse that’s been looted after all, so I’m sure you have plenty of wealth left.

If you ignore this warning again, well… let’s just say you won’t be so lucky next time.

I sincerely hope that you abandon your pride and pay what is owed voluntarily.

And to the dear citizens of Lebruk, the wealth taken from Montbork will be shared with you as a meal.

I hope you all enjoy it. While you’re at it, I also encourage you to express your gratitude to Montbork.

After all, when people are praised and thanked, it helps shape their character.

Some of you may be worried about whether the food is safe to eat, but I assure you, there’s no need to worry.

After all, if you don’t eat it, I’ll have to throw it all away.

Surely no one would be so petty as to waste it instead of sharing it with others, right?

If such a person does exist, I must apologize in advance.


With kind regards,

The Gentleman Thief, Dauphin.”

And, just as if to prove the truth of the message, large pots of stew were placed around Lebruk.

They were heated to a perfect temperature for the morning meal, with the tantalizing aroma of meat, potatoes, carrots, onions, and mysterious herbs wafting through the air.

The citizens of the poor district, who had been starving for days, wasted no time and eagerly dug into the stew.

Even the wealthier citizens, who hesitated at first, couldn’t resist once they saw someone else savoring it.

Even the upper-class citizens, sniffing the air and struggling to resist the potent scent, found themselves sneaking a taste.

The Montbork company, who had unwittingly initiated a city-wide free meal program, could only grit their teeth in frustration.
They could no longer punish those who had enjoyed the stew, their reputation already tarnished beyond repair.

Despite their attempts to bury the details of the incident, the rumors had already spread too far to be silenced.

Henri Montbork, ultimately, had no choice but to pay the farmers their due, and the guards became the laughingstock of the city.

However, this was just the beginning of the many incidents to come, orchestrated by none other than the notorious thief, Dauphin, in Lebruk.



 
  Chapter 60: The Dauphin (4) – Police and Thieves


To the debauched Baron Kashiva de Molay, ensnared by lust.

You, who have forcibly taken countless women, leaving them with indelible scars, silencing those who protested with violence and threats, I know of your crimes. 

Before the rooster crows three times, you are to confess your sins in the public square and beg forgiveness from your victims. 

Should you ignore this, the bloodline of the Molay family will be severed in this generation.

— The Phantom Thief Dauphin

“Baron Kashiva, you know, I heard he’s been executed,” someone whispered.

“Executed? What do you mean?” came the confused reply.

“Ha, you’re asking despite knowing full well. Apparently, there was a tremendous, sorrowful cry coming from the baron’s mansion,” the first speaker continued.

“How terrifying… yet strangely satisfying. He was the type of man who couldn’t go a day without swinging his waist, and if he couldn’t, his tongue would grow thorns,” the other muttered. 

“Living like that must have been worse than hell itself.”

***

To the self-proclaimed knight, who cannot control his rage, Pernus Finn.

You’ve made a ruckus at a restaurant, complaining about the food, eating without paying, and smashing displays while intoxicated. 

You also assaulted the storekeeper who tried to stop you, and your foul words towards an elderly man who couldn’t move quickly enough – saying that old people should just die.

There’s more I could mention, but there’s not enough room here.

Although I don’t understand how someone who cannot even wield a sword properly dares to claim they are a knight just because their father is a commander, even those who are lacking in intellect deserve a chance to repent.

I recommend that before the short hand of the clock draws three circles, you apologize to the victims.

— The Phantom Thief Dauphin

“That scum, Pernus, has been executed,” the conversation continued.

“Really? Isn’t there still two days left before the scheduled date?”

“Apparently, he went to confront his old victims while drunk, asking if they had ratted him out to the thieves. Then, out of nowhere, a shadow came and took him away. The next day, his body was found, all twisted and deformed, like a squid.”

“Like a squid? What does that even mean?”

“His bones, all of them, were crushed into short pieces, and his body ended up flopping around like a mollusk. It’s almost a miracle that he was kept alive in such a state.”

***

To the corrupt official, Grunia Laffero, who indulges in negligence.

Those who have nothing steal a piece of bread and are treated as slaves, while those who have everything can kill someone in the street and claim self-defense. 

I won’t demand that the law be applied equally to all, but the utter laziness of not even pretending to apply it has gone on long enough.

Before the field visible from the city gate is filled with yellow flowers, I will give you the chance to correct your wrongdoings.

If there is even a shred of conscience left in your heart, do not turn away from it.
 
— The Phantom Thief Dauphin

“I heard Grunia resigned from his post and apologized to the victims he had judged,” someone remarked.

“Well, this is unexpected. Does this mean we’re in the clear now?”

“However, it seems Grunia wasn’t comfortable confessing that his judgments were made under bribery, so his people tried to silence him,” came the reply.

“‘Tried to silence him,’ you say. Does that mean they didn’t succeed?”

“Well, there’s a new trend in the upper-class district buildings. Apparently, the homeowners are decorating their buildings by hanging upside down, tied with ropes.”

“Of course! The culture of the highborn is something us lowly folks can never understand! Hahaha!”

***

“Are you all complete idiots?!”

Bang!!

In the Guardroom, the captain slammed the desk and shouted in anger.

There had been similar outbursts before Dauphin’s appearance, but the atmosphere now was completely different.

Back then, the captain had been cheering on the squad leaders with a warm smile, encouraging them to work well together. 

Now, however, his eyes burned with murderous intent, as though he wanted to kill the incompetent fools before him.

Despite the drastic shift in tone, none of the squad leaders dared speak out.

It wasn’t just because the captain had the power to back up his words; the Guard had become so inept and shameful recently that even defending themselves would have been an awkward act.

“The whole city is laughing at us! Nobles, officials – everyone’s mocking us, saying that we act all high and mighty, but when it’s time to do something important, we’re useless scoundrels who do nothing!!”

Though the captain was responsible for the security of all of Lebruk, there were many who held higher positions socially, economically, and politically.

They feared that they, too, could become Dauphin’s next target. 

Their anxiety had transformed into anger, and they pressured the captain mercilessly.

It was no longer the time for dreams about gaining fame and surpassing others.

If they let Dauphin continue his rampage, the captain knew his own head would soon be on the chopping block.

The captain’s gaze shifted toward the empty seat in the meeting room—the seat of the squad leader who had been dismissed earlier for his constant nagging. 

The captain had sent him away, claiming he must be too busy to attend the meeting.

“Call Squad Leader Dahlia. The next Dauphin incident will be handled by the 8th squad.”

With that command, the other squad leaders, who had been silently watching, finally spoke up.

“Wait, Captain. The 8th squad is currently working in a different area. If we pull them out, their original responsibilities will be compromised.”

“At this point, what difference does it make to assign a new squad? It would be better to leave it to us, since we’ve already faced off against him before.”

“If you didn’t like that, you should have done it right the first time!! If you can’t catch Dauphin, then shut up and stay out of the way!!”

Dahlia, the squad leader of the 8th, was known as an outsider within the Guard.

There were many reasons for this.

Some disliked her steadfast personality, which refused to indulge in political games. 

Others felt uncomfortable being compared to her, as she was incredibly diligent in her work. 

Many even spoke ill of her, accusing her of acting holier-than-thou.

Although the captain wasn’t any different from the others, he now had more pressing concerns. 

His own neck was on the line.

Before long, Dahlia returned from her patrol and entered the meeting room. 

The captain made his declaration.

“8th squad, cease all current tasks and focus solely on pursuing Dauphin from now on. The areas originally assigned to you will be redistributed to other squads.”

The other squad leaders’ faces twisted with distaste, but the captain didn’t care. 

He addressed Dahlia directly.

“If you need any support, you’ll get it. But you have to catch that bastard Dauphin by any means necessary!”

“I will do my best,” Dahlia responded.

Had it been any other person, the captain would have demanded “results, not effort.” 

But in this case, he didn’t press her further. 

He didn’t need to.

Dahlia’s continued position as squad leader, despite being an outsider, wasn’t due to favoritism. 

It was because her abilities were overwhelming.

The next target named by Dauphin was Lebruk’s tax collector.

The tax officer, who had just entered his twenties, was, to be blunt, nearly useless when it came to practical matters. 

He was closer to being a reckless troublemaker, running wild through the city. 

Despite this, very few dared to criticize him. 

Though he was a child of the late mistress, the tax officer was nonetheless one of Count Sarnos’ offspring.

Usually, the tax officer paraded through the city with all sorts of airs about him, but today, he was holed up in his room, trembling uncontrollably.

“Damn it, what the hell did I do wrong…!”

Had he caused a ruckus while drunk and left a common man crippled? 

Or was it when he toyed with the daughter who begged him to spare her father?

Wasn’t that the kind of thing everyone his age commonly did? 

He hadn’t even done it to someone of noble blood, so why should he, born of noble lineage, be so terrified?

As he put on a pitiable act, one that would make anyone think he had suffered an immense injustice, the guards of the 8th squad muttered among themselves.

“Shit, it’s nice that we’re finally off the patrol route, but why the hell do we have to help that bastard next?” 

“Agh, if it weren’t for this damn job, I’d love to just beat the crap out of him.”


Though it was risky to speak such things in the same room as the client, the guards didn’t hold back. 

In fact, the 8th squad was known for its rebellious spirit, a group of those who despised the corruption within the city’s guard. 

Each member had a sharp tongue and an even sharper edge.

Then, in the midst of their grumbling, something unexpected happened.

— “Dauphin! It’s Dauphin, he’s here! Cough!!”

The sound of an explosion, followed by breaking and crashing noises, filled the air. 

People screamed and shouted, their voices intertwining in chaos.

Usually, thieves preferred stealthy and sudden attacks, but Dauphin seemed to grow bored of that method. 

His techniques were always changing, never relying on the same approach twice.

Recently, with more victims fortifying their locations like human fortresses, Dauphin had taken to flamboyantly destroying obstacles and targeting his mark in new, dramatic ways.

Boom!

“Ughhh?!”

With a massive explosion, a large hole appeared in one of the walls of the room where the tax officer was hiding.

The building had been chosen for its thick walls, no windows, and heavy security as a precaution against Dauphin, but none of that mattered when a thief could just blow through a wall.

“Good day, gentlemen! As promised, I, Dauphin, have arrived!”

Through the smoke of the explosion, Dauphin stepped boldly into the room. 

He was dressed in a magnificent burgundy suit, covering his body from head to toe.

On his head, he wore a round, wide-brimmed hat, and a long, flowing cloak draped over his right shoulder, covering that side of his upper body.

His face was hidden beneath a thick beard, making his exact age hard to determine, but his first impression suggested he was in his thirties or forties.

A sly grin played on his lips, and mischief sparkled in his eyes. 

He was the complete opposite of the typical image of a thief, more akin to a charming rogue than a sneaky criminal.

“Despite my kind ‘advice’ each time, you’ve refused it and remained silent. That only means one thing—you want to see my face, don’t you? Well then, let’s see. It’s time for you to pay the price for your sins!”

“Heh, heh!”

The tax officer shuddered in fear and tried to flee from Dauphin, but the guards in the room lunged at him. 

Among them, some were fully armored knights, their swords radiating faint glimmers of energy. 

But Dauphin dealt with them easily.

Swoosh, swoosh, swoosh!

Cards flew from Dauphin’s hand, hitting the guards’ armor like darts. 

The cards glowed yellow for a moment, then crackled with electricity, paralyzing the soldiers.

He was meticulous in his aim—one card for each soldier’s torso, and for the knights, he spread them evenly over their joints.

As the guards, once bravely charging forward, now lay convulsing on the floor, only the tax officer remained.

Just as Dauphin reached out to grab him, something massive struck.

Whooooosh!

The sound of something heavy crashing down. 

Dauphin instinctively leapt back, and just as he did, a spear whizzed through the spot where he had been standing.

Though he had avoided the direct hit, Dauphin’s cloak fluttered in the gust caused by the spear’s passage, and a strand of his hair was swept away.

Dauphin’s eyes sharpened as he observed the new opponent.

The power of the attack was impressive, but more so was the intent behind it. 

Unlike a lethal strike, this attack seemed to aim at subduing him.

“A knight… no, you’re not one of those. Hmm, one of the guards who’s been running around the city, perhaps?”

The armor was not as flashy as a knight’s, but it was still far from the poor quality of the common soldiers’ gear. 

The visor of the helmet concealed most of the face, attempting to hide some individuality.

Aside from the slight differences in form due to gender, this figure looked much like the many guards Dauphin had toyed with over the years.

However, the aura around this individual was vastly different, and Dauphin couldn’t help but ask.


“Come to catch me, police officer? No, guard?”

“You know well. Your reckless rampages end here, thief.”

“If you must, call me a ‘gentleman thief’! ‘Vigilante’ sounds a bit too much for me, but I like how you say that!”

“Either way, you’re still a criminal!!”

Under the crescent moon, the chase between the thief and the guards began.



 
  Chapter 61: The Dauphin (5) – Questions and Answers Under the Crescent Moon


The Crown Prince, feeling embarrassed by Claudia’s ability to see through his clone magic (though he hadn’t been caught), poured a lot of effort into improving it.

He quickly realized that simply tinkering with it during his breaks, as he had before, wouldn’t produce results any time soon. 

It would take much longer to see the effects. 

To buy time for analyzing and refining the magic, he decided to take all of his subordinates’ documents and finished an entire week’s worth of work himself in a single day.

One might ask, why hadn’t he done this before? 

The truth was that it was a calculated risk on the Crown Prince’s part. 

At first, when people saw him working hard and producing great results, they admired him, but over time, they would start to take it for granted. 

If he finished a week’s worth of work in a day, it didn’t mean he’d get to rest for six days; rather, he would be expected to complete even more work in the remaining six days.

This was not a new issue for the Crown Prince.

He had been assigned some imperial duties at a young age because everyone around him praised his skills, perhaps even pushing him too hard. 

There was also the problem of morale among his subordinates. 

If someone worked tirelessly for over a week, only to have another person come in and finish everything in one day, it would leave that person feeling dejected and empty. 

Helping out once in a while might be seen as a stroke of good luck, but if it happened too often, it would ultimately lower the efficiency of the entire team.

Despite the risks, the Crown Prince dedicated the time he had earned to perfecting his clone magic.

The results were as follows:


	In the past, when parts of the clone’s body were shed or damaged, the magic would immediately convert those parts into mana, which increased the risk of detection. 



Now, however, the new clone could remain intact for at least a week, making the illusion far more realistic.



	The clone’s camouflage abilities were greatly improved.

Now, only someone with at least rank 6 magic could detect the clone, even if its condition was poor.


	Previously, the clone could use magic at a basic level of rank 4, but now, under the right conditions, it could reach the strength of a rank 5 clone at the upper limits.



It’s obvious that improving something already good is harder than making something mediocre better. 

Given that the original magic was used by a powerful demon, the fact that the Crown Prince had succeeded in improving it so much in just a week showed his extraordinary talent. 

There was a reason the great demon saw humans as little more than pests.

Using the newly upgraded “Clone Magic Version 2.0,” the Crown Prince customized the Phantom Thief Dauphin’s abilities to his liking. 

The theme could be summed up in one phrase: Tool Crafting Specialization.

Just as a thief uses smoke bombs, Molotov cocktails, gliders, and disguise masks to steal, Dauphin had the ability to craft a variety of tools and expertly wield them. 

He could create temporary golems that lasted for one night, allowing him to complete multiple tasks that would be impossible with just one body. 

He wore a suit that enhanced his physical abilities, allowing him to perform feats akin to a knight. 

He also used self-made magical trump cards to cast various spells.

Unlike other clones, Dauphin required a lot of preparation and materials, and his physical stats were average.

But despite that, his abilities were such that a single individual could manipulate one of the kingdom’s largest cities with ease. 

Unless Count Sarnos sent a personal knight order, there was no way a common guard could catch him.

That was, logically, how it should have been.

Vroom!

A sudden strike tore through the air, but Dauphin managed to dodge it, pressing his hat down with one hand. 

He leaped backward and threw a trump card. 

Several stiff cards lodged into Dahlia’s armor, releasing intense electrical surges.

Normally, that would have been enough to incapacitate someone.

Bang!

But Dahlia, as though she felt nothing, charged forward without flinching and thrust her spear.

Dauphin, his eyes widening, grinned and asked, “Oh ho! How did you endure that? Do you have some special magical armor?”

Her response was a sharp thrust of her spear.

The attack aimed at his shoulder, but Dauphin swiftly dodged, rolling to the side. 

At the same time, he threw a wire with weighted ends toward Dahlia. 

The wire spun through the air like it had a mind of its own and wrapped around her body, binding her tightly.

“It’s a special restraining wire. It’s tough enough that even a sword won’t cut it easily. You’d need a saw to break through it!”

If it had been the adventurer Bern, he wouldn’t have bothered explaining the features of his tools. 

But Dauphin was not your average thief. 

Though the other thieves were people to be handled with force, Dahlia seemed to have a different air about her.

Thinking that, Dauphin spread his arms wide, ready to show off his tools, but—

Crack!

The next moment, Dahlia tore the wire apart with sheer strength, leaving Dauphin speechless, his mouth hanging open.

“Wait a second! That’s a little insulting as the creator of this tool, ugh!” 

Dauphin fumbled, realizing how easily his proud creation had been torn apart.

His flustered yet skillfully evasive actions only made Dahlia squint her eyes from behind her faceplate.

Vroom!

As her attacks grew fiercer, a small whirlwind formed each time her spear struck, forcing Dauphin to retreat toward the hole he had originally entered.

Inside the confined space, there was only so much he could do to dodge the fearsome power behind her spear.

Dauphin nimbly climbed onto the roof, and Dahlia followed in pursuit.

Under the crescent moon, the night sky bore witness to their battle. 

Dauphin, evading each of Dahlia’s direct and relentless spear strikes, kept talking.

“By the way, what’s your name? I’ve seen many guards, but I’ve never encountered one with such skill!”

“Enough with the talking already! I’m not telling a thief my name!” 

Dahlia snapped.

“Ah, that’s a fair enough response from a guard, I suppose. But that’s why I must ask you.”

Dauphin’s cloak fluttered wildly, momentarily blocking Dahlia’s vision. 

When she swiped at it with her spear, he had already positioned himself above her, looking down from the edge of the rooftop.

“So, what do you fight for?”

Dahlia brushed the dust off her spear, and Dauphin performed a flip in midair, landing not on the roof, but in thin air. 

From his elevated position, he calmly floated, looking like an agile phantom.

“Flight magic?” 

Dahlia gasped.

“I prefer you call it ‘magic,'” 

Dauphin quipped, shrugging.

“Though, to be honest, it’s just a combination of various spells. Compared to real technologists, it’s nothing special.”

Dauphin smirked as he continued, “This city is full of trash. No, honestly, it’s so bad that it’s almost impressive in a negative way. I honestly don’t know how the kingdom even functions with this kind of mess.”

Dahlia remained silent.

She knew that the silence was her way of measuring whether or not she could defend herself, but Dauphin didn’t seem to care. 

After all, it wasn’t uncommon for people to try talking during battle and expect the other person to just sit and listen quietly. 

That, in itself, was an act of lacking conscience.

“The trash you’re trying to protect is the same. The victims who suffered because of him are too many to count on both hands, and even now, they’re still in agony, without even receiving proper compensation. Knowing that, you still want to protect him?”

Normally, Dahlia would have ignored the words of a mere thief like him, but this time, something in her stirred, and her mouth opened before she could stop herself.

“The fact that he’s a villain doesn’t justify what you’re doing.”

From the slit of her mask, bright lime green eyes pierced through Dauphin as if trying to see straight into his soul.

“If he’s done wrong, he should face punishment. But that punishment must follow proper procedures and regulations! It’s not something to be solved by just destroying everything because you don’t like it! Just because people cheer for you, do you think you’ve become something great? You’re still committing a crime! You’re just a criminal!”


“Hmmm…” 

Dauphin stroked his beard.

Despite hearing a harsh rebuke from Dahlia, there was no sign of displeasure on his face. 

In fact, he seemed almost pleased by her words.

“True. A person who arbitrarily judges another’s sin and executes punishment can be seen as evil, socially speaking. Because at the end of it, it leads to the collapse of order.”

“If you understand that, then surrender yourself. If you do, I’ll catch you without breaking anything.”

“That’s impossible,” Dauphin said with a chuckle. 

“Even if you don’t lay a hand on me, others certainly won’t hesitate. And just because I’m not the answer doesn’t mean your side is either, does it?”

“What?”

Dauphin spread his arms wide, raising his voice.

“Order! Regulations! Proper procedures! Those are certainly noble words. However, that only applies when those systems are functioning properly. Tell me, do you really think the laws and regulations of this city are functioning the way they should?”

Dahlia didn’t respond. 

Or perhaps, her silence was her answer.

Appreciating her sincerity, Dauphin smiled deeply.

“The collapse of order might bring about much blood and chaos, but does that make it right to ignore the suffering of those in pain under that order? Is it better to let the pus remain, just because the blood is frightening? Or would it be better, in the long run, to squeeze it out, even if it causes pain?”

“That’s just sophistry. What right do you have to judge that?”

“I told you, it’s not about finding the right answer.” 

Dauphin kicked off the ground, sliding down toward Dahlia, his body moving like he was gliding. 

He closed the distance between them swiftly.

“No matter what anyone says, I believe that what I do is close to the right thing. Even if it’s not absolute or complete good, at least it leans more toward the good than evil in the balance. And so, I’ll act according to that! It’s simple!”

You can’t always deliver a perfect, 100-point answer. 

But if you repeat actions that are 60% good and 40% evil, the world will at least be 20% better. 

That’s enough of a reason to act, and Dauphin declared it confidently.

“My actions are, at the very least, good to me. And even if the world sees them as chaos and disorder, I have no problem with that. If I wanted to act according to the law, why would I be a thief in the first place?”

He leaned closer, almost as if trying to look straight through the mask covering Dahlia’s face.

“What about you? Is your action good in your own eyes? Are you proud of what you’re doing? If you are, then I have nothing more to say. Even if we can’t walk the same path, that’s still a path, no doubt.”

But if that’s not the case…

“If you can’t declare your actions as good, if you can’t be proud of them, then…”

“Then, don’t hesitate to straighten your path. The moment you turn your back on your own conscience and deceive yourself, you’ll become just like those you despise.”

Dahlia’s green eyes widened.

But soon, she gritted her teeth and shoved Dauphin with all her might.

Dauphin, seeming to use her force to his advantage, leaped back gracefully. 

But the force of her push was stronger than he had expected, and for a moment, he lost his balance and staggered.

He clutched his chest, trembling slightly, his mouth twitching in pain, as though he was trying to hold back.

“By the way, are you really just a guard? If you’re here voluntarily, then I’ve got nothing to say. But if you’re here because you have nowhere else to go and are being treated unfairly, I might be able to offer you a good job elsewhere.”

“Shut up! You criminal!!”

Seemingly done with Dauphin’s poisonous tongue, Dahlia extended the spear in her hand and brought it down forcefully from above.

Dauphin, using a transparent wire he had set up earlier, flew up into the air to dodge the attack.

But the ground beneath him didn’t have the same advantage.

Dahlia, normally careful about controlling her strength even when fighting criminals, hadn’t anticipated the full force of her own strike.

The spear landed with a crash on the roof.

BOOOOM!


The building they were standing on crumbled, a quarter of it collapsing in a deafening explosion.

“Ah!?”

With a panicked shout, Dahlia was swept up in the very destruction she had caused, plummeting into the abyss below.

Dauphin, watching her fall from above, blinked in surprise, his face breaking into a cold sweat.

“…That was close.”



 
  Chapter 62: Dauphin the Thief (6) – Living Strongly


“Dad, the villagers are really too much,” the girl with orange hair and bright lime-green eyes continued to complain with a pout. 

“Just yesterday, they were calling you their savior, their hero, and now that a rumor has spread that the lord is uncomfortable with you, they’re asking you to leave. How can they be so shameless?”

The girl, still fuming, kept turning her head to glare at the village behind her. 

The middle-aged man gave a wry smile and tried to comfort her.

“Poor thing, our little girl. You must feel wronged for not even getting to eat your pancake and being chased away.”

“It’s not that!” 

She insisted. 

“I just can’t stand their brazenness. They were cursing the lord for not dealing with the trolls appearing around the village and then, as soon as the lord came and cleared his throat, they all started watching their backs. It’s so cowardly.”

“Dahlia.”

The middle-aged man stopped in his tracks, stooped down to meet the orange-haired girl’s eye level, and spoke.

“The villagers aren’t turning their backs on us because they’re evil or selfish. It’s just that they’re so powerless, struggling just to get by day by day, that they can’t help but be mindful of others’ opinions.”

The girl’s eyes reflected the image of the middle-aged man.

His scruffy beard, rough and scarred skin.

His armor, which had been broken and mended so many times it was now tattered, bore no resemblance to the splendor one might associate with a knight.

He couldn’t even afford a horse and had to walk on foot, and without proper retainers, his only companion was his young daughter.

A knight of the common folk.

A knight of the weak.

A knight of the lowest rung.

No matter how grand the titles or how much he deceived appearances, the reality was that he was a wandering vagrant who couldn’t even get proper payment from those he saved and had to sleep on the ground.

This did not sit well with the young girl.

She thought of the knights she had seen in other territories.

They all wore gleaming armor, brought along numerous retainers, and rode atop massive horses, strutting around the territories with an air of arrogance.

People would prostrate themselves on either side of the path as the knights passed, or they would put on forced smiles, praising the knights and the lords they served, and in sycophantic tones, they would talk about how peaceful the territories were because of them.

Her father could have done the same.

No, he could have lived even more arrogantly than them.

Her father was strong, with the skill to slice a troll in one stroke, and there were plenty of nobles who coveted a wandering knight without a clear lord.

However, he rejected all those nobles’ offers and insisted on remaining a free knight.

As a result, he faced the nobles’ backlash and fell into an even worse situation, but her father never wavered in his resolve.

There were plenty of knights who would pledge loyalty to those nobles even if it wasn’t him, so shouldn’t someone fight for those who had no one else?

“Protecting the weak and lending a hand to those in need. That is the true duty and romance of a knight,” he said.

Her father, who looked old enough but had the eyes of a dreaming boy, declared this with certainty.

The orange-haired girl puffed out her cheeks.

“… But you don’t help your own daughter right beside you.”

“Cough!”

The man, who had been delivering a grand speech, suddenly started coughing violently and soon began to sweat profusely.

He was bold enough to assert his will in front of the mighty lord, but in front of his daughter, who suffered because of him, he could only be infinitely weak.

“No, if it’s too hard to be together, maybe you could stay at a friend’s house like we talked about last time…”

“Leave my perfectly fine dad and go live at someone else’s house, watching my step? Why, are you just tired of taking care of me now?”

“How could that be? I’m incredibly grateful to have you by my side every day.”

Knowing better than anyone that he could be an excellent knight but not necessarily a great father, the man, who had been so confident moments ago, now cautiously gauged his daughter’s reaction.

Looking at her father, the girl sighed.

She didn’t hate her father. She didn’t think his actions were wrong either.

But people who lacked courage were indeed annoying.

However, she still tried to understand.

As her father had said, not everyone could live strongly.

For people who were desperately focused on their own affairs, it was wrong to demand excessive courage.

That was undoubtedly another form of cruelty, another kind of violence.

***

“…This is the worst.”

Was the muttered word a dreamlike tale or a result of last night’s events?

Not even she knew the exact answer, and Dahlia greeted a gloomy morning.

In her first confrontation with the bandit Dauphin, Dahlia ultimately lost.

She managed to protect the client’s body somehow, but that was all.

She failed to capture Dauphin, couldn’t stop him from smuggling valuables out of the mansion, and even ended up destroying part of the building where the client was staying with her own hands.

After the client lost consciousness and fell, she was scolded by the squadron leader who arrived and had to clean up the chaotic situation.

It had only been a few hours since she had managed to catch a few hours of sleep at the guard dormitory.

According to the noise from the 8th Squad, they claimed that on really tiring days, they didn’t even dream and just closed and opened their eyes, feeling like their sleep time was over, which seemed unfair. 

If that were true, then perhaps she should blame her body for running around all night and still having dreams.

“Why do I have all these random thoughts?”

Shaking her head, Dahlia began to get ready.

She would inevitably continue to hear the reprimands she hadn’t finished hearing yesterday as soon as she started work, but if she walked around in a disheveled state, she wouldn’t be a good example for the soldiers, nor would she be able to gain the trust of the residents.

She wasn’t particularly fond of dressing up, so aside from basic hygiene, the only thing that took time was her hair.

To be honest, she often wanted to just cut it short, but she reluctantly kept it long because of the desperate pleas from the female guards of the 8th Squad, who said, “If the captain does that, we’ll all have to switch to short hair too!”

After finishing all the other preparations, Dahlia frowned as she was about to put on her armor.

Perhaps due to the impact from yesterday’s fall, part of the armor was significantly dented.

She should have had it repaired, but unfortunately, she didn’t have time now, and she didn’t have a spare set of armor.

There were female guards who were off-duty in the same dormitory, but since the size of the chest part wouldn’t match, borrowing one would be pointless.

After a moment of thought, Dahlia placed the dented part of the armor on the floor and pressed it hard with her palms to forcibly flatten it.

At least on the surface, the armor’s shape looked quite presentable again.

Considering the defense, she would have to get it properly repaired sometime, but it should be fine for immediate use.

Having solved the problem, she left the dormitory and headed to the squadron leader’s office.

She was sure that as soon as she saw his face, she would be scolded.

Suppressing the sigh that was about to escape unconsciously, she knocked on the door of the squadron leader’s office.

Knock, knock.

“Captain of the 8th Squad, Dahlia here.”

“Huh! I’ve been waiting for you!”

..?

Confused by the oddly excited voice, she was still trying to figure it out when the squadron leader opened the door himself and welcomed her.

“Welcome! Hero of our Lebruk Guard!”


Dahlia blinked for a moment.  

For a moment, Dahlia thought it was a new kind of mockery, but the squadron leader’s face was far too bright for that.

It was hard to believe that this was the same person who had berated her last night, telling her to get lost.

Perhaps noticing the absurdity on Dahlia’s face and feeling a bit embarrassed, the squadron leader cleared his throat and continued, “I’m sorry about last night. 

My anger towards that wicked bandit Dauphin was just too intense, and I suppose I was a bit too harsh with you.”

In Dahlia’s mind, the barrage of insults she had endured last night flashed by. 

Some of her squad members had almost lunged at him in anger.

Calling those harsh words “a bit” seemed like an understatement, but Dahlia decided to let it go. 

It was pointless to argue with a superior, and she knew she deserved the scolding for letting the criminal escape.

However, that only made the squadron leader’s current attitude even more puzzling.

“Now, instead of standing here and chatting at the door, come inside first. Hey, you there! Bring us some drinks!”

The squadron leader even had the duty soldier prepare some refreshments, which was an unprecedented treatment for Dahlia. 

He then spoke to her in a gentle tone, “Before you arrived, the tax collector regained consciousness. He was very pleased with the outcome this time.”

“Pleased…?”

The criminal had escaped, and the valuables were stolen. 

How could the word “pleased” even be used in this situation?

Dahlia thought this, but the squadron leader spoke firmly, “It’s different, it’s different. Dauphin only ‘fled.’ In the end, he didn’t lay a hand on the tax collector, did he?”

Until now, Dauphin had effortlessly broken through any guards, countermeasures, and traps, stealing treasures and capturing his targets to display them all over the city as if to show off.

This was an action more deadly than death to the upper class, who valued their dignity and reputation above all else.

But this time, he was stopped by Dahlia, and all he did was steal the valuables and return them to the victims. 

The tax collector, who had fainted and then woke up, highly appreciated this.

After all, for him, a child of Count Sarnos, losing a portion of his wealth was not a significant blow.

“It seems that the news of last night has already spread. Even among the nobility, there are continuous praises for you. The fact that the reaction is this quick means that many people were paying attention to yesterday’s incident. Captain of the 8th Squad, you’ve saved the face of our guard.”

Even though the squadron leader praised her excessively, Dahlia did not show much delight. 

No matter how good the story was, last night’s duel was a defeat for her.

Her indifferent attitude seemed to slightly displease the squadron leader, but he quickly returned to his usual demeanor. 

He needed Dahlia’s strength now.

“The 8th Squad will continue to be in charge of the upper-class district. Dauphin’s targets are all there, so in a way, it’s only natural.

“…That’s fine, but won’t there be objections from the other squads?”

Dahlia herself wanted another chance to compete with Dauphin, but she doubted that those who had been driven out of their positions by her would diligently perform their duties in the commoner’s district.

“Of course, there will be. If we couldn’t catch Dauphin, then we need to prove our worth somewhere, don’t we? We will work ‘very hard,’ so don’t worry.”

His tone seemed to imply that if they couldn’t even do that, he would personally cut them down.

The expression “that place” slightly grated on Dahlia, but as long as the squadron leader pressured the other squad leaders, they wouldn’t be able to slack off either, so she decided to see it as a good thing. 

There was no need for the motives to be noble and righteous. 

Even if the purpose was to enhance the squadron leader’s prestige, as long as it ultimately helped people and allowed ordinary folks to live their peaceful lives, that was the true duty of the guard.

“The collapse of order may call for bloodshed and chaos. However, is it right to turn a blind eye to those suffering under the order? Isn’t it better in the long run to squeeze out the pus, even if it’s painful, rather than continue to leave it festering out of fear of the blood that will be shed?”

Dahlia pondered over Dauphin’s question that had come to her mind. If one were to recklessly destroy the order and bring down the nobility’s authority, would they really submit willingly? 

Of course not.

The nobles would thrash about and, in order to maintain their authority and power, they would oppress the people even more harshly. 


People were not strong enough to endure that bloodshed and suffering. 

They were weak, so weak that just living day by day was a struggle. 

So don’t incite them. 

Don’t challenge them to a battle they can’t win.

It would be better than dying after a futile challenge, even if it meant enduring hardship and pain.



 
  Chapter 63: The Dauphin (7) – The Thief’s Holiday, The Guard’s Holiday


“Did you hear? Dauphin failed to condemn his target for the first time.”

“Hmm, a bit disappointing. But then again, things have been going too smoothly up until now.”

“Are we going to get caught like this? There are still so many who deserve punishment!”

Amidst the bustling streets of Lebruk, a man was walking. 

The man’s appearance was extremely ordinary. 

So ordinary, in fact, that if you were to ask people to describe the features of the man who just passed by, no one would be able to give a proper answer. 

After all, the disguise was meant to avoid drawing attention in the first place, so in a way, it was only natural.

[Ha-ha-ha! Everyone’s all aflutter over your failure. Considering you weren’t actually caught, this reaction must be a bit frustrating, right? Huh?]

From within the man’s shadow, the great demon cackled and taunted him. 

Lucidra, who had been working tirelessly day and night to pay for her bet’s loss and had finally returned to the side of the crown prince, was in high spirits as she observed how things were unfolding. 

Failure, after all, tends to loom larger for those who have rarely experienced it. 

The crown prince, who had always effortlessly handled everything with his exceptional talent, had failed to achieve his goal for the first time—how could the reaction not be comical?

Should he get angry at the demon taunting him from the side? 

Or should he pretend to be calm and quietly seethe inside? 

Lucidra’s eyes sparkled as she anticipated his response.

“Indeed, as you say, it’s truly frustrating! That guard lady was quite formidable in every way! If I’m not careful, my plans might go awry!”

Wait, that’s not right. 

Lucidra, within the shadow, was looking not at the crown prince, but at Dauphin, who was disguised as an ordinary civilian. 

In his extremely ordinary and seemingly harmless face, there was an unmistakable hint of excitement. 

Was it just her imagination?

“Last night’s experience made me realize that I had been overly arrogant and trapped by my own prejudices. Frankly, I had expected that there would be no proper adversary until the knights boasted by the Sarnos family were dispatched. But that a mere guard could possess such ability! It’s truly astonishing!”

[You don’t seem too upset about it, though.]

In response to Lucidra’s question, a smile that couldn’t be hidden crept onto Dauphin’s lips.

“If that’s what you see, then it must be because my joy outweighs my disappointment.”

What defines a Thief as a true Thief? 

A perfect trick? 

A daring performance? 

A grand scale? 

People might offer various answers, but at least for the Thief Dauphin, the answer was this: a worthy opponent. 

Police, detectives, investigators—no matter the details, those who pursued the Thief under the law and order were what completed the Thief.

“But at the same time, I had also thought of it as an impossible dream. After all, this land was truly the worst.”

The territory ruled by the Redvell family was, to put it bluntly, not a place friendly to the common people or conducive to their well-being. 

They did not hesitate to squeeze every last bit of wealth from their subjects for the sake of the territory’s riches, and they displayed authoritarian and oppressive behavior to strengthen their rule. 

However, at least it was based on some notion of “efficiency” and “economy.” 

Duke Redvell was not a heartless man, but he was not a fool who couldn’t distinguish what was beneficial or harmful to himself and his family. 

Of course, problems occasionally arose because the middle managers didn’t fully understand this, but at least the overall policy of the power structure was like that.

It wasn’t the crown prince’s taste, but at least there was a foundation for applying a means that was “moral and could bring greater long-term benefits” if offered.

But here, in the territory of the Sarnos family, it was even worse. 

The crimes committed by the ruling class here had neither reason nor efficiency. 

They simply did it because they wanted to cause trouble, because they were angry, because it was fun, because they believed they were special and could treat the lowly commoners however they wanted.

The lord did not fulfill his duty as a ruler, the knight did not maintain his pride as an honorable person, and the bureaucrat fawned on those above while ignoring the voices of those below.

The reason Dauphin, who called himself a “Thief,” acted in a way that was almost as violent and reckless as a Thief was because the social order itself was in such disarray that if he simply stole items and returned them to the victims, it wouldn’t be surprising if the victims were harmed again by the criminals in broad daylight.

How could one meet a true “worthy opponent” that would make a Thief a proper Thief in such a land?

So Dauphin had long given up on facing a worthy opponent and instead changed his approach to a chaotic meta of simply turning everything upside down whenever he saw it.

[So, the one you met yesterday is different? A talent that matches the ‘worthy opponent pursuing good and order’ you desire?]

“Based on just one encounter, how can I assert that? But at least I sensed that potential. And now, I’m on my way to confirm it.”

What’s so good about being a Thief? 

Isn’t it the ability to disguise oneself through a single doppelganger and use multiple faces? 

If he openly approached saying, “I’m the Thief,” there would be no chance for a proper conversation, so Dauphin planned to first approach Dahlia disguised as a civilian.

Suppressing his excitement, Dauphin searched for Dahlia.

“Get lost right now! You wretched woman!!”

Aaah!

He witnessed Dahlia getting drenched by a bucket of water from an old woman. 

Dauphin’s eyes narrowed.

***

“Huh! It seems that being under a competent captain does make life easier. After the squad leader established some merit, the treatment has changed so much.”

One of the squad members jokingly opened the conversation, and the others chimed in as well.

“I mean, I never expected that even the unused holidays would be turned into paid leave. Judging from how the squadron leader usually acted, he would have just ignored all the holidays.”

“Indeed, people say that to work properly, you also need to take care of your days off. After resting yesterday, I feel so light today!”

“Didn’t you flatter the squad leader last time, saying that working without a day off made your life more fulfilling?”

“Uh, what are you talking about? When did I?”

“I prefer the change in attitude from other squads more than the holidays. Before, they used to look down on us or mock us, making us feel uncomfortable, but now they’re watching our moves instead.”

“Is that so? I thought they were looking at us more enviously than before. It’s like jealousy is burning in their eyes.”

“Well, even if they do, they can’t openly say anything, so what’s the problem?”

“Honestly, it’s a bit annoying to see them flip-flop like this after treating us like dirt when we were dealing with minor criminals.”

“Yeah, that’s true. Long live Lord Dauphin!”

“Hey, you brat. Is that something you should say?”

The squad member, who had raised his arms in a jest, got punched in the back of the head by another member and fell over.

Seeing the squad members cautiously watching their reactions, Dahlia awkwardly scratched her cheek. 

Praising a thief was something that deserved reprimand as a guard, but considering how the squad members were usually treated within the guard and the grievances they felt, it was hard to openly scold them. 

On the other hand, she couldn’t agree with them either, so what could she do? 

She could only remain silent.

To ease the awkward atmosphere, the adjutant spoke up.

“Ahem. Anyway, Captain, have a good rest today. We’ll polish your armor and spear to make them as good as new.”

Dahlia nodded.

“Alright. I’m planning to patrol around the 6th to 8th streets, so if anything urgent comes up, call me.”

“…You are going to rest, right? You’re not going to patrol on your day off like last time, are you?”

Dahlia flinched for a moment, then waved her hand.

“No, no way! Even I wouldn’t do that without my armor or spear.”


“You’re the one who could take down these guys with your bare hands, and you’re using that as an excuse?”

“Anyway, I’ll be fine, so don’t worry. I’ll be back!”

Half-forcing the conversation to end, Dahlia left the guard building behind. 

Of course, she had no intention of just resting. 

She planned to check on the streets she had mentioned earlier. 

With the squadron leader’s threat, it was unlikely that any guards would act out of line, but there was still a possibility that those who felt pushed aside might take sudden actions on the field.

Dahlia, who had become a fairly well-known figure in the city, was surprisingly rarely recognized. 

Since she always wore her armor properly and kept the faceplate of her helmet down while on duty, it was hard.

Dahlia had helped many people and conversed with countless others, but few had actually seen her face without her helmet. 

In her loose, everyday clothes, she attracted attention for a different reason, but Dahlia didn’t mind. 

As her adjutant had said, she could easily take down most opponents with her bare hands.

…She’s actually doing a decent job, isn’t she?

Patrolling the streets and observing the guards, Dahlia smiled faintly. 

Contrary to her worries, there were no guards taking out their frustrations on the residents. 

Although some annoyance was evident in their actions and attitudes, and they were merely going through the motions rather than actively searching, it was enough to maintain order. 

Most criminals paid attention to the presence of armed guards, not their enthusiasm.

If only it could stay like this…

Dahlia knew it was unrealistic. 

The current situation was a temporary anomaly caused by Dauphin. 

Once he was caught, the squadron leader would no longer need to favor her. 

While it wouldn’t come to an immediate betrayal, and her treatment might improve somewhat as a precaution, it wouldn’t continue as it was now. 

It was silly of her to think about what would happen after catching Dauphin when she hadn’t even caught him yet, but Dahlia couldn’t help but worry about her squad members’ improved treatment slipping back to how it was.

…Captain Dahlia?

Lost in thought, Dahlia turned her head at the sound of her name.

A middle-aged shopkeeper she had helped in the past was looking at her uncertainty.

“Hello there, shopkeeper.”

“Your voice confirms it. I had a hunch from your hair and walk, but I almost didn’t recognize you.”

“I wasn’t trying to hide, but it turned out that way. Have the guards from other squads been causing any trouble?”

“As far as I know, no. They’re not particularly friendly or enthusiastic, but their sheer numbers alone have kept the ruffians at bay.”

“That’s a relief.”

“I heard you recently achieved great merit and were promoted to the upper-class district. I’m glad things are going well for you.”

Dahlia shook her head.

“It’s not a promotion. This place, like the other, is a street I need to protect. It’s just a change of district.”

“Haha, you’re the only one who’d say this place and that place are the same.”

As if eavesdropping on their conversation, other shopkeepers nearby began to lean in.

“Is it really you, Captain? Without your armor, you look completely different.”

“Wow, I had a feeling even when you were in armor, but your development is, uh! Why did you hit me!? You woman!!”

“Why did you hit me!? What did I do!? This man has lost his mind! Who lets their mouth run so freely!?”

“No, it was just a compliment, ow! Ow! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

Amidst the banter of the couple, Dahlia and the others burst into laughter. 

It was then that an old woman guarding a small stall in the corner of the street approached Dahlia and asked, “Miss, are you really the captain? The one who protected the tax collector from Dauphin this time?”

The old woman, who usually smiled and thanked Dahlia or offered her a drink during patrols, was greeted without any suspicion by Dahlia.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Indeed, that’s what I thought…” 

The old woman bowed her head and muttered to herself before disappearing into her shop. 

Dahlia, thinking she was going to offer some water as usual, watched her go and then stiffened. 

The old woman’s face, when she reemerged, was twisted with deep anger and hatred.

“Get lost right now! You wretched woman!!”

Aaah!

The bucket of water flung by the old woman drenched Dahlia, making her look like a drowned rat, and the shopkeepers who had just been laughing and chatting with her were all aghast.

Amidst the shock, the old woman continued venomously.

“That trash! The one who tormented my daughter and drove her to take her own life! I wouldn’t feel satisfied even if I ripped his open and chewed his insides! Why did you save him!? Why did you help him!? You should have left him be!! Dauphin should have punished him!! Everyone else has faced their punishment, so why him!? Why only him!!”

Thud!

A tomato thrown by the old woman stained Dahlia’s hair red. 

The old woman grabbed whatever was on her stall and hurled it at Dahlia, who stood there, neither defending nor dodging.

The old woman’s fury, the mother’s wail of loss, forbade Dahlia any action.

“What kind of guard are you!? What does it mean to protect people!? Leaving the real trash, the ones who should be hanged, alone while you pander to them and go to their side! What’s the same street to protect!? You’re just mocking us inside, aren’t you!!”

The old woman’s words were filled with prejudice and considerable misunderstanding.

I’ve never pandered.

I’ve never mocked you.

I’ve only truly tried to protect people.

Ah, but.

Faced with that rage, grief, and despair, what on earth could she say?

Dahlia was silent, but her silence was not the right choice.

Thinking she was being ignored, the old woman grabbed a small knife used for fruit and lunged at Dahlia.

It was the action of an old woman, not a trained professional. 

Objectively, it was slow, sloppy, and filled with unnecessary movements. 

Any one of the merchants could have stopped her if they had tried.

But none of them moved.

Frozen by the malevolence and murderous intent radiating from the old woman, they were completely immobilized.

Dahlia quietly closed her eyes.

The feeble blade of the old woman could not kill her body.


But it would surely mutilate her heart.

And there was no one to stop it.

No one qualified to stop it.

“Enough, elder.”

Except for the Thief who acts solely on his own whims, without a care for qualifications.



 
  Chapter 64: The Dauphin (8) – Playing with the Law


Realizing the expected impact never came, Dahlia cautiously opened her tightly shut eyes.

The first thing she saw was a man standing in front of her, intercepting the blade that had been aimed at her.

“Let this end here,” the man spoke, his voice calm yet firm. 

“I will not pretend to understand the depth of your grief and rage, but placing the blame on this young woman is not the answer.”

“You—You wretch! Let me go! Release me this instant!”

The elderly woman thrashed wildly, struggling to free her wrist from the man’s grasp, but the only result was a slight tremor in the man’s steady hold. 

When brute force failed, the old woman resorted to screaming instead.

“Who the hell are you to interfere?! What do you know?! If it weren’t for her—if not for this woman—that bastard would have been punished! If she hadn’t stopped it, then whose fault is it?!”

The man met the old woman’s furious glare with unshaken composure.

“Ma’am, you just answered your own question,” he replied nonchalantly.

“…What?”

“If you’re asking who is truly at fault, then obviously, it would be the ‘bastard’ you just mentioned—the tax officer.”

A collective gasp rippled through the gathered onlookers.

Hearing a grief-stricken elder scream in rage was one thing. 

But hearing a perfectly composed man calmly declare the same truth—stating it as if it were the most obvious thing in the world—carried an entirely different weight.

The crowd instinctively glanced around, as if fearing unseen repercussions. 

But the man continued speaking without hesitation.

“As for who is next in line for blame, well, that’s debatable. Perhaps the lord of the estate, since he holds the highest authority. Or maybe the captain of the city guards, or even the magistrate who ruled the tax officer innocent.”

His voice remained steady, measured, as he turned his gaze back to the old woman.

“It’s difficult to say this young guard is entirely free of fault. But she certainly bears less responsibility than the others. Ah, though I can understand why you might have chosen her as the target of your vengeance. Unlike the ones truly responsible, she didn’t immediately try to kill you the moment you lashed out. She didn’t strike you down when you first threw that bucket of water. Unlike them, she let you live.”

The elder’s wrinkled eyes trembled violently.

The truth she had been refusing to acknowledge had finally been spoken aloud. 

The weight of it drained her, and she collapsed to the ground, her frail body crumpling like a candle that had burned itself out.

Murmurs swept through the crowd. 

Some clicked their tongues. 

Others simply shook their heads at the pitiful sight.

Then, the man knelt beside her and added in a softer tone, “Besides… that scoundrel may have escaped for now, but he hasn’t been caught yet. And soon, those ‘real villains’ will start facing their consequences. It would be a shame if you didn’t stick around to see it, wouldn’t it?”

The old woman’s eyes widened.

The resignation in her gaze flickered, replaced by something else—something like the embers of a dying fire suddenly reigniting. 

The man saw it and shrugged, standing to his feet.

At that moment, a sharp voice cut through the tension.

“You there! What’s going on here?!”

A group of guards approached, scanning the scene.

The man turned toward them with an oddly apologetic air.

“Ah, well, you see—this dear elder wanted to present this young lady with a generous gift, but in her haste, she tripped and fell.”

“Hmm.”

The guards’ eyes darted between the scattered fruits, the old woman sitting on the ground with a stunned expression, and Dahlia, standing stiffly with a smashed tomato on her head.

One of the guards, failing to recognize Dahlia in her plain clothes, turned to her.

“Is that true?”

Tension hung in the air. 

The nearby merchants swallowed hard.

Though Dahlia was known for being kind, that did not change the fact that she was a squad leader in the city guard.

And not just any squad leader—she was one whose reputation was rapidly rising. 

If she told the truth, the old woman would undoubtedly be punished. 

Worse, those around her might be dragged into it as well.

But Dahlia did not reveal her status.

She did not report the elder’s attack.

Instead, she simply nodded.

“Yes. It was just an accident. Nothing to be concerned about.”

“…?”

The guard seemed momentarily puzzled by her tone but ultimately dismissed it as a trick of the ear.

“Alright, then. If there’s no real issue, we’ll leave it at that.”

As the guards dispersed, the man turned to Dahlia, eyeing her disheveled state.

“You should probably clean up. As it happens, my residence is nearby. If you don’t mind, would you care to accompany me?”

Dahlia regarded him in silence before finally nodding.

***

In Lebruk, the phrase “upper district” carried a double meaning.

It referred not only to the wealthy elite who lived there but also to its literal location—the higher banks of the river.

The city of Lebruk was built along a great river, its various districts connected by bridges. 

The upper stream housed pristine filtration and sewage treatment facilities. 

The further downstream one went, however, the worse the water quality became.

This divide was starkly reflected in daily life.

One way to distinguish the wealth of a district was by whether its buildings had private bathing facilities.

In the upper district, water was used lavishly. 

Large estates came with private baths as a given. 

But in the lower districts, where even drinking water was scarce, private baths were a luxury, and even public bathhouses were rare.

The mansion the man led Dahlia to was… an oddity.

It was neither a grand estate nor a shabby dwelling. 

It was the kind of place that suggested a middle-class family with aspirations of grandeur.

The house itself was modest, but its bath facilities were extravagant—far beyond what one would expect for a building of its size.

‘Even some upper-class estates don’t have showers like this.’

The steady rush of water cascaded over her as Dahlia stood beneath it, lost in thought.

“…Was I too quick to follow him?”

Socially speaking, it was hardly proper for a woman to follow a man—a stranger—into his home, especially to bathe. 

If her subordinates from the Eighth Squad found out, they would be scandalized, calling her reckless, warning her that all men were wolves in disguise.

But Dahlia had her reasons.

She had been indebted to him. 

The least she could do was offer her gratitude properly.

And if he did have ulterior motives…


‘Well, that would be his mistake.’

She was more than capable of defending herself.

As she stepped out of the bath and approached where she had left her clothes, she noticed a neatly folded set of fresh garments beside them. 

A sand timer rested nearby, half of its grains already fallen.

A note had been left beside it.

“I considered washing your clothes but thought that might be overstepping. Instead, I purchased a simple replacement. Please use them without concern. I have urgent business and will be away for a short time. I should return before the sand runs out. Please wait just a little longer.”

Dahlia blinked at the message.

“…Considerate.”

Even she could recognize the subtext.

He had left deliberately—understanding that a woman might feel uncomfortable changing in the presence of a man she barely knew.

After a brief moment of contemplation, she reached for the new clothes.

She had no reason to reject such carefully offered kindness.

The truth was, if everything had fit together perfectly, it might have been even more unsettling.

After composing herself, Dahlia sat in the chair at the center of the mansion and waited.

Not long after, just as the last grains of the hourglass fell, the front door swung open, and the man reappeared.

He scratched his head sheepishly and spoke to Dahlia.

“Haha, I apologize. Inviting a guest over and then leaving them waiting—what a disgraceful host I am.”

“You don’t have to lie, you know.”

“A lie? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Then let’s leave it at that.”

Once the man had taken the seat across from her, Dahlia bowed her head deeply.

“Truly, thank you for what you did earlier. If you hadn’t stepped in, I would have been in serious trouble.”

“No, no, there’s no need to thank me. I simply meddled on a whim.”

He waved a hand dismissively.

“I haven’t been in this city for long, but even so, I can tell that you and the guards of the 8th Division work tirelessly to keep people safe. And yet, your reward is their scorn? That, I simply cannot accept.”

“…From their perspective, it was unavoidable. Even voicing complaints or grievances must have felt dangerous. The pain festers when it has nowhere to go.”

“But that doesn’t justify placing the blame for their suffering on the very people doing their best on the front lines.”

His words were firm, spoken with an unshakable conviction.

“The ones who wounded that old man and drove his family to ruin should be the ones to pay for their sins. Not you.”

Though his statement was meant to defend her, Dahlia found herself unable to agree.

Her expression hardened slightly.

“I appreciate your sentiment, but you should be careful with your words. Criticizing the city’s nobles or officials—even indirectly—can be considered an offense punishable by law.”

“Oh? Is that written in this city’s statutes?”

“More precisely, it’s a law of the Kingdom of Virca.”

“Understood. I’ll keep that in mind.”

The man nodded more readily than she expected, and Dahlia felt some of the tension in her shoulders ease.

But it was too soon to relax.

“In that case, may I ask you a few questions?”

“If it’s something I can answer.”

“How does the Kingdom of Virca’s law handle a case where a noble assaults and drives an innocent commoner to their death?”

A shadow passed over Dahlia’s eyes for a moment.

“If a noble murders a taxpaying citizen, the punishment is either three years in prison or a fine of twenty-four gold coins.”

“And did the tax officer serve his sentence or pay the fine?”

“…There was no concrete evidence that the tax officer was responsible for the young woman’s death. As such, the case was ruled a suicide.”

“I see.”

The man’s response was neutral, as if he had expected as much.

Dahlia, on the other hand, lowered her gaze in shame.

“If there had been solid evidence, the tax officer would have chosen to pay the fine, wouldn’t he? No noble would willingly go to prison.”

Dahlia hesitated for a moment before nodding. 

She had to admit, that was the most likely outcome.

“And of that fine—does any of it go to the victim’s family? Or, if not the fine, is there at least some form of compensation? A condolence payment from the estate, or even just a formal apology?”

“In some regions, compensation is given at the discretion of the lord or his steward. But…”

“But there’s no law requiring it.”

“……No.”

Dahlia forced the word out, her voice strained.

The man tilted his head thoughtfully before speaking again.

“The fine is paid to the lord of the region, correct? And the tax officer works under that same lord.”

“Yes.”

“So, the son of Count Sarnos murders a commoner. The victim’s family receives no compensation. Meanwhile, the perpetrator simply hands a fine—his own money—to his father. And with that, the case is closed. Did I get that right?”

“………”

Dahlia squeezed her eyes shut as if in confession.

She feared what his next question would be.

But instead, the man’s voice took on a different tone.

“Well then. Why don’t we play a little game?”

“A… game?”

The unexpected word made Dahlia lift her head.

“Let’s say you were the one rewriting the law. How would you change it? It doesn’t have to be serious—just idle speculation.”

“What are you even talking about?”


The man, his unremarkable features betraying an almost mischievous glint, reminded her of someone from long ago.

“For the first law, I propose this: ‘Anyone who makes another person cry shall be executed. No exceptions.’”

“…What did you just say?”

Whatever despair she had felt moments ago was gone.

Her eyes blazed with fury.



 
  Chapter 65: The Dauphin (9) – Two people whose names are unknown


Stay calm, stay calm.

The person before her was both an ordinary civilian whom she, as a guard, was supposed to protect, and the one who had once helped her when she was cornered.

Though his words were somewhat extreme, and his beliefs appeared dangerous, that alone was no reason to raise her voice or yell at him.

“I believe, you see, that humility and respect come from a sense of fear towards others. The moment we perceive someone as harmless, unable to do us any harm, humans can commit the most unreasonable and cruel acts without hesitation. On the other hand, if fear is present, a person can humble themselves. So, I propose: ‘For the rude, it is acceptable to crack their skull with an axe!’ How about it? A good law that teaches respect among people, don’t you think?”

Her father, the man she respected, had once said something similar.

Her natural constitution was quite special, and if she couldn’t control her emotions properly, things could get out of hand.

So, her father had always told her to cultivate patience and composure.

Compared to the countless insults, gossip, and subtle isolation she had faced within the guard corps, a conversation like this felt trivial.

After all, there was no need to respond seriously.

If she just let it slide, it would all be over.

“Correct procedures and fairness can often be so cumbersome. Those in power use these procedures to avoid responsibility, while the victims are left with nothing but tears, forced to watch the process. So, what do we do? We just crush the bad ones first! If the outcome is one everyone cheers for, then who cares about the procedures? Just ignore them!”

“Now you’re really getting to me!!”

Dahlia was irritated.

She was deeply irritated, beyond measure.

“What? If someone makes others cry, do they deserve the death penalty? Do you plan on turning the entire city into a ghost town? Must be nice for the knights! They can just carry garlic or onions around and rub them in their eyes for a killing blow, no need for swords!”

“Oh, that’s an important point. Indeed, we need a safeguard against fake tears.”

“That’s not the point! I’m being sarcastic!!”

The man hummed thoughtfully and stroked his chin before asking again.

“But anyone can point out the problem. If we can’t just punish wrongdoers immediately, how should we punish them?”

“Well, obviously, we need to follow the law and procedures—”

“Which laws are you referring to?”

The man leaned forward, his eyes flashing.

“I told you, we’re talking about a game of law here. What do you do when there’s no existing law or order, like the kingdom law or the city law? How do you punish and protect people? What’s your opinion?”

“That’s—”

Dahlia was momentarily at a loss for words.

Making laws and decisions like that wasn’t something a mere individual could casually discuss.

How could she possibly answer on the spot like this?

“You can’t answer, can you? Then, I suppose it’s better to just execute all the bad ones, right?”

His previously calm and gentlemanly demeanor had vanished. The man now seemed smug, as if he had won the argument.

A vein began to bulge on Dahlia’s forehead.

If she were asked to come up with a ‘perfect law’ that no one could challenge, Dahlia would never have spoken a single word in her lifetime.

But at this moment, she had to come up with some sort of counterargument to this man’s illogical reasoning.

“If we say all bad people should be executed, then thieves and murderers would be treated the same. Punishments must be appropriate for the severity of the crime.”

“Hmmm, so a thief gets his hand cut off, a liar gets his tongue cut off, and a murderer gets killed as well. Is that what you’re suggesting?”

“That’s too narrow and extreme. Why do you want so much bloodshed?”

“Yet, if the punishment is too light, people will just mock it, won’t they? If the punishment is severe enough, people will fear it and act more cautiously.”

“Well, hmm…”

Dahlia paused, thinking for a moment.

Her father had been a knight, but while he was called a knight, his living conditions were more like a skilled wanderer.

Growing up under such a father, Dahlia never received proper education, and thus lacked both knowledge and refinement.

But what she did have was experience.

She had seen the kinds of injustices people faced while traveling with her father, and she had witnessed how flawed laws tortured people during her time as a guard.

Reflecting on those experiences, Dahlia pondered.

The stronger the punishment, the more criminals would be deterred.

The man’s argument, at least in that sense, wasn’t entirely wrong.

But the side effects of such an approach were also severe.

“I’ve seen lands ruled by both gentle lords and strict lords.”

“Really? Is there actually such a thing as a gentle lord in this kingdom of Virca?”

“…There is! Though they’re about one in a hundred! But that’s not the point, so listen until the end!”

“Okay.”

After clearing her throat a few times, Dahlia continued.

“The gentle lords gave chances to those who had made mistakes, while the strict lords delivered extreme punishments without mercy for even the smallest offenses. On the surface, it might seem like the latter would be safer in terms of crime, but the reality was different. Because the strict lords punished even minor offenses harshly, criminals who had no way out began to act even more recklessly.”

“Hm, is that all? Do we need to at least offer a way out?”

“Sometimes, judgments are also wrong. There was a case where someone was accused of theft, and their hand was cut off, but later it was discovered they weren’t the thief. But that hand was never going to come back. So, harsh punishments aren’t always a good thing, because innocent victims might arise.”

The man looked thoughtful for a moment, and Dahlia, despite herself, swallowed nervously, feeling tense.

Then, the man nodded.

“Indeed, there’s some truth in what you say.”

“Right?”

Dahlia’s face lit up noticeably.

Thinking about it, she realized that she had merely elicited a positive response from a man, but for some reason, it made her feel incredibly happy.

However, that feeling lasted only for a moment.

“But, you know, I think crime isn’t just about directly committing it. It’s also just as bad to either condone it or implicitly support it. That means, shouldn’t we punish all those involved as criminals as well? If the criminal himself gets the death penalty, then at least we should do something equally severe, like taking off one of their limbs.”

“That’s nonsense!”

The man started ranting again, making Dahlia growl as she lunged at him.

“Do you think people will actively prevent crimes if you do that? Quite the opposite! They’ll just be afraid of being punished too, so they’ll keep quiet and cover for each other! It makes catching criminals even harder!”

“Is that so? Then, how about this?”

After that, the man continued to present different hypothetical scenarios, seeking Dahlia’s agreement, and Dahlia countered them.

Of course, it wasn’t easy.

The man knew far more than Dahlia, and sometimes, he pointed out contradictions or loopholes in things that Dahlia had always taken for granted.

In the face of his eloquence, Dahlia often found herself being pushed back or barely managing to hold her ground, but when she occasionally managed to break through his logic and assert her opinion, it brought a satisfaction that words couldn’t quite express.

It didn’t matter what the kingdom’s laws said or what the ‘Lebruk’ should do in such cases. 

In the hypothetical problems they were discussing, only Dahlia’s will, belief, and conscience mattered.

Suddenly, Dahlia recalled the man calling this a ‘game.’

It was something she couldn’t deny.

To be able to boldly argue for what she believed was right, to claim it as the truth, was in itself ‘fun.’

“Haa…”

After speaking passionately for a long time, Dahlia leaned back in her chair and let out a deep sigh.

The enjoyable holiday was soon coming to an end, and the time for her to leave was drawing near.

As a result, Dahlia couldn’t help but feel a bitter sense of emptiness.

“Your expression doesn’t look good. Is something troubling you?”

The man’s question made Dahlia hesitate to answer.

If it were the usual her, she would have brushed it off lightly, saying there was nothing wrong.

But after she had finally shared something that had been buried deep in her heart for so long, Dahlia wanted to taste just a little more of the relief that came from speaking her mind.

“I admit it. It was definitely fun. But what does it mean? No matter how much we talk here, it has nothing to do with reality.”

Her judgments, her verdicts, and the right and wrong she thought she understood, all meant nothing in the real world.

No matter how fiercely Dahlia struggled and desperately tried to come up with answers, they had no impact on the decisions and conclusions made by the upper echelons of this city.

Perhaps it was just a game, meant only for enjoyment.

And yet, despite knowing this, the fundamentally earnest Dahlia couldn’t help but feel a sense of unexplainable regret.

Then, the man responded.

“Just because it’s a game doesn’t mean it doesn’t help. It might be difficult to bring it into reality right away, but at least when you experience something in the future, you could use it as a standard for judgment, couldn’t you?”

“Is there any meaning in a standard you can’t even use?”

“At least you could say, ‘If it were me, I would have done this.’ That’s a clear conclusion, isn’t it? Rather than feeling vague and stuck with unclear emotions, it’s far better to settle on an answer like that—it’s refreshing.”

“To settle on a conclusion, huh.”

Dahlia closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again.

She bowed her head slightly to the man.

“…Thank you for today. I’ll be leaving now.”

“Ah, your tone’s back to normal? I didn’t mind the other one either, you know.”

“I prefer to separate business from personal matters.”

In other words, from this point on, it meant that the ‘business’ domain had begun.

“I won’t ask your name. And I’ll pretend I didn’t hear what you said.”

That was Dahlia’s way of being kind to herself and a method of deceiving her own heart.

If the man turned out to be the one Dahlia suspected, at least she wouldn’t be caught off guard.

“That’s fine. Then, ‘next time,’ I also won’t ask for your name, Miss. This, too, has its own charm.”

And with that, the man gracefully stepped over the line Dahlia had drawn, kissing the back of her hand.

Dahlia’s breath caught in her throat for a moment.

“Next time?”

“Oh, don’t tell me you think this conversation, just for today, is all I’ll need to repay my debt? You’ll have to join me a few more times. Hahaha! That’s why you should never accept others’ goodwill too easily!”


At the playful words of the man, Dahlia’s fingertips trembled.

“…Well, since I owe you, I suppose I’ll join you a few more times.”

Even though she knew it was a blatant absolution, Dahlia chose to ignore it and accepted it.

“Then, I’ll see you next time, diligent lady whose name I don’t know.”

“Until we meet again, you mischievous man whose identity remains a mystery.”



 
  Chapter 66: The Dauphin (10) – Reunion under the crescent moon


The citizens of Lebruk gathered every day, chattering about the infamous phantom thief, Dauphin.

“There haven’t been any warnings from Dauphin lately.”


“He failed once. Maybe he’s decided to lay low? Last time, he barely escaped, but next time, he might get caught.”


“Plenty of nobles are out for his blood. If they catch him, he won’t get an easy death.”


“Sigh… Is this the end of it, then?”

People assumed Dauphin would never return. 

Up until now, his targets had been no match for him. 

But now, a worthy opponent had emerged.

Given that Dauphin always returned stolen goods to their rightful owners, his crimes brought him no personal gain. 


With the risks mounting, there seemed to be no reason for him to reappear.

Yet, Dauphin shattered those expectations with ease.

“It’s Dauphin! A warning has appeared in the square!”

“Wh-what?! He’s back?! Who is it this time? Another tax collector?”

“No… It’s not just one person.”

“What?”

The crowd hushed as the warning was read aloud:

—


[Laurent de Valmois, Bernard de Charle, Guion Barber, Dritero Gichat… (and many more)… Garon de Sarnos.

Sinners, your crimes are too numerous to list individually. So, I present you all as a collective. Consider this your final warning.

Do not concern yourselves with the order of the names. Whether you are listed first or last means nothing.

However, if you sincerely repent and make amends with your victims, your name shall be removed from this list.

If you are unsure of your crimes, tie a white cloth at the highest point of your residence. I will personally ensure you receive an explanation.

This list will be updated periodically. If your name disappears, consider it proof of successful atonement. But remember: new names can always be added.

I sincerely hope no fool assumes they are safe simply because their name is not yet listed.

Otherwise, that fool’s name will soon be written at the very top—or worse, I may pay them a visit myself.

– Phantom Thief, Dauphin]

—

The city erupted into chaos. 

Dauphin’s grand return was shocking enough, but the list of names made it all the more terrifying. 

Each one belonged to a prominent figure.

Those named were either enraged or trembling in fear. 

Those who weren’t on the list sighed in relief.

People huddled in groups, speculating whether the criminals would yield to Dauphin’s demands.

But no one was more panicked than the city’s security forces.

“That son of a—!!”

A torrent of curses burst from the commander’s lips.

“How the hell are we supposed to catch him now?!”

Dauphin’s warnings had always felt like taunts, but at least before, they provided some guidance. 

Knowing when and where he would strike had allowed the guards to focus their efforts on protecting specific targets.

But now?

Out of the 87 names listed, no one knew who would be targeted first. 

There was no set date or time. 

Worse, even those not on the list could be in danger.

There was no way to prepare. 

And their strongest asset, Captain Dahlia, could no longer be stationed by a single target’s side.

“Commander! Lord Valmois is demanding maximum protection! He insists that we keep that damn thief away from him at all costs!”

“Commander! The treasury officer is here! He says he has urgent business with you!”

“Commander! Viscount Charle has threatened severe consequences if anything happens to his son!”

“Commander! Messengers are arriving one after another—”

“Commander!”

“Aaargh!! I only have one body, damn it!!”

Meanwhile, in the 8th platoon’s waiting room…

“Hah, seems like someone’s trying to avoid our captain.”

“Well, after watching her spear shatter a building in one strike, who wouldn’t be scared? Honestly, I admire Dauphin for coming back at all.”

“Now everyone will fight to have our captain guard their estates.”

“What do you mean ‘will’? It’s already happening. Nobles who usually ignore us are now groveling for an audience with her.”

“Don’t let them bribe you. That’ll only bring trouble.”

“Do I look that foolish to you?”

“Silence.”

At Dahlia’s command, the chatter ceased.

“So now we don’t know who or when Dauphin will strike? That’s how all criminals operate. We’ve stopped plenty before.”

Her soldiers nodded. Indeed, the real anomaly had been the prior warnings. 

Normally, thieves struck without notice.

“Frequent patrols, constant vigilance. If something happens, don’t deal with it alone—alert your squad. Stick to protocol, and I’ll handle the rest.”

“Yes, Captain!”

“I have a meeting. Maintain your gear and stay ready.”

As Dahlia strode away, her soldiers exchanged glances.

“Hey.”

“What?”

“Did the captain seem… happier to you?”

“I wouldn’t say happy, but she looks more relaxed. Like she finally let go of some burden.”

“Maybe she got comforted by someone…? A man?!”

“No way. Who would dare challenge the ‘Goddess of Discipline’?”

“Drop it. She’s probably just relieved to finally get some rest. You’d feel the same.”

“Fair point.”

Meanwhile, the commander racked his brain for solutions.

“If only all the targets were gathered in one place! Strengthen night patrols! If anyone spots Dauphin, alert Captain Dahlia immediately!”

Frequent patrols. 

Heightened security. 


And calling upon Dahlia to face Dauphin directly.

It was a textbook strategy, predictable yet necessary. 

Because if a perfect plan to capture Dauphin existed, the commander wouldn’t be pulling his hair out in frustration.

And so, the city braced itself, waiting for the phantom thief’s next move.

The unfolding situation became a battle of time, one that applied equally to both the thief and the guards.

The guards needed to detect Dauphin’s attack as quickly as possible and relay the information to Dahlia, who was on standby. 

Meanwhile, Dauphin had to steal his target’s wealth and escape before Dahlia could catch up to him.

And in this contest, Dauphin seized the initial advantage.

Before the guards could even properly react, he had already cleaned out four targets flawlessly. 

By the time Dahlia received the late summons and arrived at the crime scene, everything was over. 

No matter how powerful she was, catching a thief who had already vanished was impossible.

Dauphin’s reputation among the common folk soared once again, while the honor of the guards plummeted. 

Ironically, however, this incident only increased the value of Dahlia and the 8th squad.

A belief began to take root: as long as Dahlia was present, even the great Dauphin would not dare to intrude. 

Powerful individuals who found their names on the hit list scrambled to secure her protection. 

Though the 8th squad lacked the raw strength to stop Dauphin like Dahlia could, their ability to detect his presence and alert the main unit far outpaced that of other squads. 

While other guards led lax lives in the affluent district, the 8th squad patrolled the vast slums with Dahlia, relying on instinct and experience to identify the city’s vulnerabilities.

When Dauphin targeted his fifth victim, the squad’s keen perception once again proved its worth, and this time, Dahlia finally intercepted him before he could escape.

Boom!

“Whoa!”

Dauphin’s hand, poised to seize a noble family’s spoiled heir, was intercepted by Dahlia’s spear. 

He flipped backward in a dazzling aerial maneuver, landing a safe distance away. 

Dahlia met his gaze in silence.

“Oh! Oh! You’ve come! You’re just in time! Now, hurry and capture that wretched thief!”

The target, whose face had been drained of color moments ago, clung to Dahlia as if she were his savior. 

But she knew this man well—he had once drunkenly rampaged through the streets and assaulted an 8th squad guard who tried to stop him. 

The irony left her with a bitter taste.

The man, of course, had no recollection of such an incident.

“Step back. You might get caught in the crossfire,” she said curtly.

“Y-Yes!”

Not wanting to be caught in danger, the noble quickly retreated, leaving only Dahlia and Dauphin in the street.

Dahlia examined Dauphin’s face beneath his mask. 

His appearance bore no resemblance to ‘him.’ 

Yet, Dauphin had changed his features in past crimes, so this alone was not proof.

If—just if—Dauphin were to try and persuade her by recounting what had happened on her day off…

“Well, this makes twice now, doesn’t it? You’re quite the terrifying guard, young lady.”

Twice.

At that word, the heavy, uncomfortable feeling in Dahlia’s chest melted away, leaving only clarity.

That was it.

‘He’ and this phantom thief were not the same person.

If that was the case, her duty as a guard was clear.

“You’ve had your fun. There won’t be a third time, thief.”

“I’d prefer ‘phantom thief,’ if you don’t mind.”

“For a criminal, you sure have a lot of demands!”

Dahlia’s spear sliced through the air, closing in on Dauphin. 

He deflected it with a deck of enchanted cards, shouting back, “A criminal, huh? I won’t deny it! 

Perhaps my actions disrupt order and break laws! 

But tell me—what about the countless villains who obey the law yet go unpunished? 

Isn’t it justified to bend a few rules for the greater good?”

Once, Dahlia might have had no rebuttal for such a claim, clenching her teeth as she swung her weapon in silence.

But not anymore.

“If ‘good intentions’ justified anything, and if punishing evil meant breaking every rule, then all we’d have left is chaos and fear! And the ones who’d suffer most in that world would be the very weak you claim to protect!”

For the first time, Dahlia put into words what had always lingered in her heart. 

She rejected Dauphin’s logic, pinpointing the flaws in his argument.

Her words were still unrefined, her own actions not without contradiction. 

But even so, it was proof of her growth.

Recognizing this, the thief’s lips curled into a small smile.

But unlike the idle debates of their previous encounter, they now faced each other with weapons drawn.

Thus, their battle was not one of words alone—it was a clash of strength and violence.

“You talk a good game, but let’s see if your skills match your ideals!”

Dauphin scattered his cards into the air. 

They spun into a whirlwind, slicing through trees and walls alike as they raced toward their target.

He had calculated his next move.

There was no way Dahlia or her target could withstand that storm of blades. 

Her only option was to grab the noble and flee, limiting her mobility. 

He would use that opening to bombard her with magic tools and immobilize her.

“Hah!”

But Dahlia ignored his expectations entirely—she didn’t dodge.

Instead, she met the whirlwind head-on.

“…?!”

Dauphin’s eyes widened in shock.

He instinctively tried to weaken the attack, but it was unnecessary.

Despite the storm’s cutting power—capable of slicing through stone and even metal—the enchanted cards failed to penetrate Dahlia’s skin. 

They merely struck her and fell harmlessly to the ground.

‘Was it aura?’

Warriors of the fifth rank and above could channel magic into their bodies, reinforcing their physical strength beyond normal limits. 

Was Dahlia one of them?

No.

Dauphin realized his mistake. 

Dahlia had never shown signs of wielding aura or weapon energy.

She fought with pure physical might alone.

“A third-rank reinforcement? No way—that shouldn’t be enough to make your body tougher than metal!”

This wasn’t mere training. 

It was an innate trait, an abnormality beyond normal human limits.


But before he could analyze it further, Dahlia had already torn through the storm and lunged at him.

Dauphin raised his enchanted cloth to block her strike, but even its incredible elasticity and durability couldn’t fully absorb her monstrous strength.

He was sent flying, crashing into structures before plummeting into the river that ran through the city.

Floating in the water, he gazed skyward, listening to the distant commotion above.

A wildflower, he mused, could one day grow into an unimaginable giant tree.



 
  Chapter 67: The Dauphin (11) – Boram


“H-He fell in! Should we go in after him?”

“There’s no point diving in at this hour—we won’t be able to find him properly! Gather more people! We’ll wait from above, and the moment he surfaces, we seize him!”

While the other guards were making a commotion, floundering about in an attempt to capture Dauphin, who had plunged into the river, Dahlia stood alone, glaring at the dark waters with an unpleasant expression.

It wasn’t the failed attack that frustrated her. 

Nor was it the fact that they had let Dauphin slip away once more.

No, what truly unsettled her was his reaction just moments before.

When she had charged into the whirlwind, Dauphin had visibly panicked, showing hesitation as if trying to suppress his own attack. 

His concern that Dahlia might suffer a fatal injury from the very technique he had unleashed had left him vulnerable. 

Had he focused solely on combat, he could have easily evaded her counterstrike, yet his momentary distraction had sealed his fate.

Was this not a case of her exploiting her opponent’s goodwill and hesitation to land a successful strike?

Had Dauphin himself been here, he would have likely shrugged and said, “It’s my own fault for getting distracted in battle, isn’t it?” with his usual carefree attitude. 

But Dahlia, with her rigid sense of morality, found it impossible to categorize events in such a simple manner.

“S-Squad Leader! What’s the situation? Is he finished for good?”

The young nobleman who had been hiding throughout the battle—Dauphin’s intended target—hurried over the moment he saw the skirmish was over, panting as he questioned Dahlia.

She replied in her usual curt tone.

“…At the very least, his right arm. Maybe even his ribs. They’re likely shattered.”

“Ha! Excellent! Truly impressive! I heard you were skilled, but I didn’t expect this much! If his arm is broken and he fell into the river like that, he might not even be able to crawl out properly. He’s probably drowned by now. Serves him right!”

The nobleman was positively delighted, alternating between heaping praise on Dahlia and cursing Dauphin.

As Dahlia listened in silence, her gaze flickered toward one corner of her vision.

There, a boy in tattered clothes stood at the riverbank, staring blankly at the dark waters where Dauphin had vanished.

A moment later, the boy turned his head and locked eyes with her—no, with the nobleman and his boastful praise. 

His eyes brimmed with resentment.

He didn’t seem to realize that Dahlia was looking back at him, hidden behind the mask covering her face.

“We can’t be certain he’s gone for good. It’s best we leave now.”

Dahlia subtly redirected the nobleman’s attention, ensuring he wouldn’t notice the boy’s presence. 

The noble hesitated, glancing warily at the river, before hurriedly following Dahlia away.

As she walked, Dahlia instinctively looked up at the sky.

She had fulfilled her duty—protected her charge and repelled the criminal. 

As a guard, she had done everything right. 

And yet, the moon above seemed to be condemning her, it’s cold light heavy with reproach. 

She silently lowered her gaze.

Dauphin was never found.

The guards convinced themselves that, with his injuries, he had undoubtedly drowned. 

It was more a hopeful assumption than a certainty.

The city was split in its reaction. 

The nobility cheered his supposed demise, though some were uneasy that no body had been found. 

The lower classes, however, were in despair, refusing to believe he had perished so easily. 

Rumors of his survival spread like wildfire.

And for Dahlia, another day off arrived.

She left her quarters in civilian attire, lost in thought.

‘Where should I go?’

In the past, she would have used her free time to patrol the city under the guise of a stroll, keeping an eye on other guards to ensure they weren’t taking their frustrations out on civilians.

But today, she hesitated. 

She found it difficult to step into the commoner’s district as she once had.

She couldn’t erase the image of the elderly woman who had cursed her, nor the boy’s accusing glare.

Few people could recognize the captain of the 8th Squad without her mask, but some—like that old woman—could.

If she entered the lower districts now, it would only cause unnecessary trouble.

Conversely, if she ventured into the noble quarter, she would be met with smiles and appreciation, but also requests to prioritize their safety above others.

Trapped between these unappealing choices, she lingered, indecisive.

She considered simply returning to the barracks to rest, but that would only make her subordinates worry unnecessarily.

Had her squad been here, they would have told her to enjoy a hobby.

But what hobby? 

Her life had been split between duty and routine for so long that she struggled to think of anything.

Then—

“…Ah.”

One thing came to mind.

Calling it a hobby was a stretch—no, a significant blow to her pride.

But still, it was a place where she could spend time, not out of obligation, but because she enjoyed it.

“I do owe him for last time.”

Muttering an excuse to no one in particular, Dahlia changed course.

She walked toward the boundary between the noble and commoner districts.

A house—not quite a noble estate, but far too luxurious for an average citizen.

Standing before its front gate as though preparing to enter a battlefield, Dahlia took a deep breath before reaching out and ringing the bell.

A clear chime echoed.

Moments later—

“Oh? Ah, I see.”

The man who answered the door smiled, his expression warm and knowing.

“Welcome, my lady. I’m glad you remembered our appointment.”

“…Yes. Well.”

She nodded cautiously, but her eyes darted toward his right arm.

When she saw him using it with ease, opening and closing the door without issue, the tension in her shoulders eased.

‘So it was just my imagination, after all.’

Relief washed over her. 

She felt… lighter.

The man tilted his head curiously.

“Did something good happen? Ah, I heard you performed admirably in your last mission. Is that it?”

“It’s nothing like that.”

“I see. Well, come in.”

What followed was much the same as before.


The man presented bold, even radical ideas, challenging Dahlia’s beliefs.

She countered, using his provocations to sort through her own thoughts.

But there was one key difference from before.

This time, amid their debate, she spoke of herself.

She had never been one to share her past, even among her own squad. 

Yet, here she was, telling a man she had only met twice about her childhood.

Maybe… she just needed someone to listen.

Maybe she just wanted to release the burdens she had carried alone for so long.

“They talk about romance and freedom, about resisting the nobility, but in the end, they’re nothing more than thugs running around with weapons, looking out for their own interests.”

“I-Is that so?”

“We get adventurers here in Revruck from time to time, but they’re always at odds with the city guards. They say we only work under the nobles because we lack the skills to survive on our own. But let’s be real—adventurers are nothing more than drifters without a stable income.”

The man’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of unease crossing his face.

Dahlia frowned. 

Had she said something that would make him uncomfortable? 

Then, a thought struck her.

‘Could he be an adventurer himself?’

‘Or at least connected to them?’

If that was the case, she had unknowingly insulted him. 

A hint of guilt stirred within her. Clearing her throat, she continued, hoping to soften the tension.

“Well, I can’t say I like adventurers, but I do acknowledge that some of them are good people. Especially this time—when the Adventurer’s Guild took on the mission to hunt the lich without negotiating with the nobles first. Even within our squad, there was a lot of praise for that. If they hadn’t acted quickly, the entire kingdom might have been in danger.”

The man nodded, his voice calm but resolute.

“Indeed. Those who make difficult choices deserve to be recognized. A world where goodwill is mocked, where noble intentions are exploited, and where cynicism is rewarded… Such a world is worse than a gutter.”

Dahlia flinched at his words.

She recalled how, outside of her own squad, there had been soldiers who ridiculed the fallen adventurers, dismissing them as “idiots playing hero until they got themselves killed.”

She had felt it before, that creeping sense of doubt about her profession. 

But lately, that doubt had been growing stronger.

Noticing her troubled expression, the man smoothly changed the topic.

“So, did you learn your martial arts from your father?”

“Spear techniques and magic reinforcement, yes. But I can’t release sword aura or anything like that. I can briefly infuse my weapon with magic, but only for an instant—just enough to activate the length-adjusting mechanism on my spear.”

The man considered her words, then made an unexpected request.

“Would you mind holding out your hand for a moment?”

“…Huh? Sure.”

She extended her hand without hesitation. 

The man placed his own hand over hers, closing his eyes as if concentrating.

Feeling awkward, Dahlia averted her gaze, her eyes darting around. 

The man, however, seemed completely focused, oblivious to her discomfort.

A moment later, he let out a small chuckle.

‘So that’s how it is.’

He could imagine how her father must have felt when he discovered Dahlia’s natural gift—proud, yet utterly exasperated.

***

There was a concept known as Magical Energy Cultivation (魔力練功法).

It was a technique that involved refining the flow of magic within the body, allowing one to expand their natural reserves, enhance their strength, or even grant special properties to their magic.

Any prestigious knightly house, any family renowned for their martial prowess, had their own secret cultivation methods. 

These techniques were passed down through generations, improving physical endurance, muscle strength, and stamina—all essential qualities for warriors.

But what if…

What if someone was born with a body that naturally optimized its magic flow for physical enhancement?

What if a person, from the moment of birth, had already achieved the results that others spent decades striving for?

It was an incredibly rare phenomenon. 

Magical cultivation was a delicate art; even the smallest deviation in technique could lead to catastrophic failure. 

Improper training could be worse than not training at all.

It was like throwing thousands of dominoes into the air and expecting them to land in a perfectly arranged pattern on the ground—something that should be impossible.

And yet…

Dahlia was living proof that such a miracle could exist.

Her body instinctively performed the work of an advanced cultivation technique without any conscious effort.

She might not have been able to wield sword aura, but with just her raw physical abilities, she could go toe-to-toe with seasoned warriors.

And that meant something else…

If her natural magic flow could be studied and replicated, an entirely new cultivation technique could be developed—one that could create an army of powerful knights.

Of course, not everyone would be able to use it as efficiently as she did. 

Dahlia had been born with it, after all. 

But even a fraction of her ability could be enough to empower those who were otherwise too weak to fight.

The man glanced at Dahlia, curiosity flickering in his eyes.

What would she do, if one day, she was given this gift to pass on?


He didn’t intend to rush. 

There was still time before his research was complete, and besides, Dahlia had her own inner conflicts to resolve. 

Handing her such a burden before she was ready would only overwhelm her.

Still, this discovery was a significant one.

Flexing his right arm—still sore from forcing it to move despite its injuries—he allowed himself a small, satisfied smile.



 
  Chapter 68: The Dauphin (12) – The Approaching Time Limit


Aizern Empire – The Capital, Calastia.


The Golden Cloud Palace, the residence of the Crown Prince.

“By the way, don’t you think that magical cultivation techniques could be dangerous if they spread too widely?”

“Hmm?”

“I mean, it gives even ordinary people the chance to gain immense power. If every commoner in the kingdom reaches the strength of a knight, wouldn’t that pose a threat not only to the kingdom but to the empire as well?”

At Lucidra’s question, the Crown Prince stroked his chin thoughtfully before answering.

“The empire already teaches magical cultivation techniques to its regular soldiers. Ah, but not to conscripted ones—only professional soldiers. Don’t misunderstand that.”

“Besides, magical cultivation isn’t something that instantly grants power just because someone learns it. Some may be able to wield sword energy after just a year of training, while others may spend over ten years barely managing to enhance their physical abilities. Even if the same techniques are taught, the results vary greatly depending on individual aptitude. The most efficient approach is to teach as many candidates as possible and then select the most talented among them.”

In the Kingdom of Virca, magical cultivation techniques were limited to noble bloodlines or strictly trained vassals and retainers who had been conditioned for loyalty and obedience from childhood. 

Naturally, this resulted in a very limited talent pool.

In contrast, if the techniques were disseminated among the general populace, the larger sample size would naturally produce more successes. 

Even for those with little aptitude for magic, some training would still make them stronger than if they had no training at all.

Then why didn’t the Kingdom of Virca adopt this method?

“Because the kingdom is a mess. They’re too afraid of giving power to commoners.”

The Kingdom of Virca was a nation riddled with dysfunction.

It seemed a miracle that it hadn’t collapsed already, given the chaos brewing at every level. 

And yet, it persisted—because the ruling class monopolized violence, keeping the populace subdued through sheer terror.

“So, do you plan to arm the people with magical cultivation techniques so they can fight back?”

“Not necessarily. That’s just a secondary effect. Though, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt.”

The Crown Prince chose his words carefully, as if the matter was not for him, the heir to the empire, to decide—but rather for a phantom thief and a guardswoman.

***

“It’s Dauphin! Dauphin has appeared!”

“I knew it! There’s no way Dauphin would die so easily!”

Three days had passed since Dauphin’s supposed demise at the hands of Dahlia. 

While rumors swirled that he had drowned in the river, Dauphin made a spectacular reappearance, once again succeeding in his heist.

He was cursed by the nobles yet cheered by the commoners.

But the celebration didn’t last long.

The very next day, another heist attempt was foiled—this time by Dahlia, who had set a trap.

She had one of her subordinates pose as her while she lay in wait elsewhere, successfully intercepting Dauphin.

“Oh-ho! You’re finally starting to use your brain? Well, I have to admit, relying only on brute strength made you seem a bit like a wild boar!”

“Who are you calling a boar?!”

Boom!

In the ensuing battle, a small bridge was destroyed, but since both the target and their belongings were unharmed, the victory was technically Dahlia’s.

Of course, Dauphin wasn’t always on the losing end.

“This time, I’ve got you—”

Crack! Splash!

“C-Captain!”

“Ha ha ha! One must always watch their step at night!”

One night, Dauphin managed to trap Dahlia in a pitfall, sending her plunging into the river while he made a clean getaway.

On another occasion, he used illusion magic to create a fake version of himself, drawing Dahlia away while he struck elsewhere.

“So the score stands at 20 to 14? Dauphin still has the upper hand.”

“Even so, the guards are improving. Their response time is getting faster. And as the list of targets shrinks, things will only get harder for Dauphin.”

“The other night, I couldn’t sleep, so I had a beer while watching Dauphin and Captain Dahlia chase each other across the rooftops. Now that was some entertainment!”

“What? You lucky bastard! I’ve never seen it live!”

By this point, the citizens of Revruck had begun treating the rivalry between Dauphin and Dahlia as a spectacle.

Some even stayed up late just to watch their encounters unfold.

For the city guards, the situation was absurd.

“Should people really be treating this like a game when the guards and a thief are constantly at each other’s throats?”

“Well, at least they’re not treating us like villains for stopping Dauphin anymore. Some still see us as nuisances, but it’s better than before.”

Dauphin’s heists were extravagant, filled with unnecessary flair.

He had descended from the sky using a giant kite, walked across water as if it were solid ground, and used paint illusions to make buildings appear invisible or conjure structures where none existed.

At first, he only struck at night.

But as time went on, he began acting in broad daylight, kidnapping targets in the middle of bustling streets.

His dramatic flair captivated the people, and ironically, even the guards who opposed him became part of the entertainment. Instead of being seen as enforcers of justice stopping a criminal, they became comedic rivals constantly bested by the phantom thief.

The nobles on Dauphin’s hit list were furious, pressuring Dahlia and the guards. But her position remained unshaken.

The targets weren’t fools.

They fortified their homes, hired knights from their territories, and even tried to ambush Dauphin—yet they all failed.

Compared to other forces that suffered humiliating defeats every time they engaged Dauphin, Dahlia was the only one who consistently matched wits with him.

Naturally, the people placed their faith in her.

As the public eagerly followed the ongoing battle between the thief and the guard captain, even those who had once resented Dahlia and her unit now began to warm up to them.

And in those moments, Dahlia found herself confiding in one particular man.

“Honestly, I find it ridiculous. These same people who used to insult me, mock me, and openly badmouth me are now suddenly pretending to be friendly just because I’m doing well.”

“Well, isn’t that proof that you’re succeeding?”

“If that’s proof, I’d rather not have it.”

Dahlia hadn’t always been this open.

There was a time when she wouldn’t have sought him out on her days off.

When their conversations had been strictly professional, devoid of personal thoughts.

It had taken her a while to start sharing her feelings, fearing that doing so might make her seem weak.

But just as a crack in a dam allows water to keep flowing through, Dahlia’s feelings toward him followed the same pattern.

He always listened to her with a calm demeanor.

Whether she complained, grumbled, or revealed her most unflattering sides, he never changed his attitude.

He responded honestly and candidly, without pretense or judgment.

Duty, obligation, discipline, order.

These were the things that had bound her tightly.

Even when negative emotions arose, she never expressed them—she simply kept pushing them down.

But to Dahlia, who had spent her life suppressing herself, a relationship where she could be completely open and at ease was more addictive than any drug.

Perhaps that was why.

She found herself saying things she never would have dared to voice in the past.

“Sometimes—just sometimes—I think to myself… I wish this situation would last forever.”

He said nothing, simply waiting for her to continue.

He neither urged her on nor pressed her for more.

His eyes held only quiet patience, and in their calm depths, Dahlia found herself confessing thoughts she would never share with anyone else.

“I used to be an outcast in the guard, unrecognized and overlooked. But now, I have an important role. My subordinates, who once suffered under an incompetent captain, are treated better. The arrogant aristocrats, who used to run wild without a care, now tread carefully. Other platoons focus on their work, aware of the scrutiny from above. Even those once listed as criminals have begun seeking forgiveness from their victims.”

Of course, there were still those who supported Dauphin and saw Dahlia as an obstacle.


There were still those who criticized her for failing to capture a mere thief.

But even so—

When she looked at the city of Lebruk as a whole, it felt… livelier.


The overwhelming gloom that had once suffocated the city had begun to lift.

No matter how diligently she had done her job, no matter how many criminals she had arrested, the city had never changed. 

And yet, now, it felt as though things were moving in the right direction.

So, just a little—only a little—Dahlia couldn’t stop herself from wondering.

Could it be that Dauphin was right all along?

As if ashamed of her own thoughts, Dahlia covered her face with both hands.

“…I’m so pathetic. I preached about order and discipline, insisted that stirring people up through unlawful means was wrong. And yet, the moment I see things improving because of him, I want to turn my beliefs upside down.”


The convictions she had held so strongly, the principles she had always believed to be just—Dahlia could no longer trust them with the same certainty.

Had she truly followed them because she believed they were right?

Or had she simply told herself they were the only way, using them to justify her own resignation and acceptance of the status quo?

Maybe, deep down, she had never had the courage to fight.


Maybe she had only clung to order because it was easier than questioning it.

Her confession hung in the air like a solemn prayer.

Then, at last, he spoke.

“Miss Guardswoman.”

That was what he always called her.

Surely, he knew her name.

But never once had he addressed her as Dahlia, nor had he ever asked for her name.

And Dahlia had never asked for his, either.

To her, he was always “you” or “Mr. Jester.”

As if it were an unspoken rule between them.

“Dauphin’s methods are radical. He is an outlaw, a man who disregards the law to enforce his own sense of justice.”

Dahlia swallowed hard.

“That’s why people cheer for him. They find his actions satisfying. But, Miss Guardswoman, there is something you must remember.”

His voice was steady, unwavering.

“A thief can break order—but he cannot build a new one.”

Dahlia held her breath.

“If order is so twisted and rusted that it only brings suffering, then perhaps it should be broken. But that does not mean order itself is unnecessary. If someone destroys the existing system, someone else must step in to build a new one.”

“In that process, a thief is powerless. Because a thief exists to say, ‘My own justice matters more than the law.’”

He paused before adding, “And tell me—who would ever follow a law created by a man who refuses to obey any?”

Without realizing it, Dahlia’s eyes drifted to his right arm.

Every time he spoke of Dauphin as though he were the man himself, Dahlia went through the same mental ritual, reassuring herself.

It’s fine.

When Dauphin broke his right arm, this man had used his without issue.

So they couldn’t be the same person.

Even if there had been suspicious coincidences since then—even if someone like Dauphin could have found a way to fake it—he had to be different.

He had to be.

“So don’t belittle yourself,” he said.

“You can do what the thief cannot.”

“I’m not… some great person.”

“No, you are. At least, that’s how I see you.”

He gave a playful shrug.

“Of course, if you don’t trust my judgment, there’s nothing I can do about that.”

Dahlia shot him a resentful glare.

How was she supposed to argue against him when he put it like that?

That was the last conversation they had that night.

Her thoughts remained tangled, but she shook her head, pushing them away.

There would be more chances to talk later.

She could resolve her doubts then.


At least, that was what she told herself.

“The Count’s knights are coming.”

The next day, her commanding officer muttered those words with a grim expression.

Dahlia froze.

The reckoning she had long ignored was finally upon her.



 
  Chapter 69: The Dauphin (13) – Violence without Pride


Originally, Count Sarnos had no intention of involving himself in the affairs of Lebruk. 

It wasn’t out of any respect for the region’s autonomy—far from it. 

His interests simply lay elsewhere.

The political struggles within the royal court.

The division within the House of Virca presented a golden opportunity for the kingdom’s most powerful factions: the marquises and the counts. 

The one who successfully placed their chosen successor on the throne would not only gain recognition for their achievement but also ascend to a position of unrivaled power.

No—perhaps even beyond that. 

With the right moves, they could reduce the royal family to mere puppets and rule the kingdom in all but name.

“Isn’t this just another one of those unremarkable countries littering the continent? What’s the point of leading a nation that’s already in shambles?”

Such thoughts were naïve.

For those in power, the desire for greater power was instinctual. 

Even among the minor noble houses in the provinces, there were endless struggles for dominance. 

The battle for a nation’s throne was simply the grandest of them all.

“No matter what, I will win. I will force that beastly marquis to kneel before me!”

For Count Sarnos, this wasn’t just a matter of politics—it was personal.

His rivalry with Marquis Redvell began long before either had inherited their titles. 

But back then, their positions weren’t even comparable.

The House of Redvell, despite its long history, was in utter ruin.

Meanwhile, the House of Sarnos had long been renowned as the kingdom’s mightiest warrior family.

Yet, through sheer cunning and audacity, Redvell had managed to drag his crumbling house back from the brink. 

What was once a dying legacy had, over time, grown powerful enough to rival Sarnos itself.

They were of the same generation, both among the most influential men in the kingdom.

But while one was simply a successor born into privilege, the other had built his power with his own hands.

Everywhere he went, even among his own parents, Count Sarnos heard the same whispers—comparisons to Redvell. The mere thought of the marquis made his blood boil.

After successfully humiliating Redvell through political maneuvering once, Sarnos found himself addicted to the thrill. 

He neglected his lands, spent his days surrounded by court nobles, and dedicated himself to schemes and plots.

His retainers were uneasy.

To them, their lord had never been the type for underhanded politics. 

He had the basic knowledge required of a noble, of course, but standing against a man as devious as Redvell?

It seemed unwise.

‘Instead of engaging in political games, wouldn’t it be more effective to crush him through sheer force, as is tradition in House Sarnos?’

‘It’s a common trick in gambling to let the fool win just enough to get addicted. Could it be that the marquis is leading our lord along?’

Doubts lingered, but none dared voice them.

After all, there was no solid evidence, and their lord was not the type to welcome unsolicited advice.

If they foolishly interrupted his political machinations, they risked facing his infamous temper.

Losing one’s position was the least of their worries—Count Sarnos was known for his fiery disposition.

Heads could roll, quite literally.

With his attention consumed by the court, the governance of his territory suffered.

Even when reports of a bandit running rampant in Lebruk reached the count, his response was sluggish at best.

But even negligence has its limits.

“Word is that you’ve been troubled by a certain thief as of late. I do hope the matter is resolved soon.”

“Ah… y-yes. Of course.”

The nobles of Lebruk, realizing that appeals to House Sarnos were futile, changed tactics.

They began feeding the news to the court nobles who frequently mingled with the count.

One day, as Count Sarnos enjoyed a lively game of polo, he was caught off guard by a snide remark.

“I hear your lands are in absolute chaos lately.”

His mood plummeted.

When he returned home, his retainers barely had time to prepare before they were met with his fury.

“You imbeciles! How is it that I hear about this thief from others first?!”

“S-Sir, we—ugh!”

CRASH! THUD!

Furniture shattered.

One unfortunate retainer found his head split open by an ashtray before the count finally calmed himself.

Slumping back into his chair, he muttered in a weary tone.

“Dauphin. That’s the second time I’ve heard that name.”

He glanced at his retainers.

“I told the guards to handle this. To make an example of him. Was my message not delivered?”

“Of course it was! The guards have been doing everything they can to capture him!”

“Then why is this insect still buzzing around my lands?”

He sneered.

“No matter. I don’t care for excuses. I want his head.”

The guards, having failed in their duty, now faced an unpleasant reality: the count’s personal knights were coming.

As the knights’ arrival drew near, the guard captain worked his men to the bone.

Cleaning was mandatory. 

Armor had to be polished to perfection, and anyone failing to meet the standard would be ‘reminded’ of their parents’ disappointment.

No one was allowed a day off—not even those on duty.

All had to be present, fully armored, to welcome the knights.

“Welcome, noble knights. You must be weary from your travels. Please, allow me to guide you.”

As the captain bowed repeatedly, his men could barely contain their disgust.

It was all too obvious.

He was trying to curry favor with the knights, hoping to lessen their impending reprimand.

Yet, some understood him.

Better to grovel now than to provoke their wrath.

That understanding, however, did nothing to prepare them for what happened next.

THWACK!

With a single punch, a knight sent the captain sprawling, blood spraying from his nose.

Gasps filled the air.

Guards and civilians alike froze in shock, watching as the knight grabbed the captain by the collar and struck him again.

A sickening crunch echoed as his limbs spasmed.

White fragments—teeth—scattered onto the ground.

“W-What are you doing?!”

Dahlia, the only one bold enough to protest, stepped forward.

But the knight ignored her.

He wasn’t done yet.

They, too, remained silent.

Unable to hold back any longer, Dahlia moved to physically restrain the knight.

Just as she was about to act, a voice interrupted from the side of the knightly order.

A man, elderly and clad in an outfit similar to the city guards, stepped forward and spoke.

“Are you the squad leader of Lebruk? Do not interfere.”

“But…!”

“This is an order from the battalion commander. Do you intend to disobey your superior’s command?”


At the mention of the battalion commander, murmurs spread among the guards.

The highest authority within the guard.

Those unfamiliar with his face turned to their informed colleagues for confirmation.

The ones who knew nodded grimly, their expressions tinged with bitterness.

A knight of the order assaulting a middle-ranking officer of the city guard, while the guard’s highest authority passively allowed it—an utterly absurd situation.

As Dahlia stood paralyzed by the chaos, unable to decide her next move, the most elaborately armored figure among the knights finally spoke.

“Enough.”

“Yes, sir.”

At the command, the knight who had been beating the company leader immediately ceased his actions. 

The battered officer collapsed to the ground, his body limp and lifeless.

Though he was still breathing, his face, mercilessly pummeled by a gauntleted fist, was so disfigured that it was barely recognizable.

The sheer brutality of the act had frozen the onlookers in place, yet the orchestrator of this scene, the commander of the Sarnos Knight Order, remained unbothered.

If anything, he seemed to relish the atmosphere, surveying the terrified crowd with satisfaction before speaking again, his tone imposing.

“From this moment forward, the company leader of the Lebruk City Guard is relieved of his position and expelled from the force. Until a new company leader is appointed, Battalion Commander Bober here will take charge of the guard.

By rights, the entire guard should be punished for failing to apprehend a mere thief and for disturbing the Count’s peace. 

However, by the Count’s merciful decree, only the responsible party has been disciplined. 

Remember this generosity and etch it into your hearts.”

Silence followed.

Not out of agreement but out of fear. 

No one dared to speak, dreading that drawing attention to themselves would invite the same fate.

The knight commander, evidently uninterested in a response, turned and walked away without so much as glancing at Dahlia or the other guards.

His movements were directed naturally toward the upper district—as if the very idea of lingering in the same place as the city guards was beneath him.

“Ugh… ahhh….”

The company leader—no, the former company leader—let out a pitiful groan, tears streaming down his ruined face.

Completely unable to support himself, he lay crumpled on the ground. 

Yet, even as he lay there, none of the guards moved to assist him.

Even the squad leaders who had once groveled to gain his favor now averted their gazes, unwilling to be associated with him.

In the end, it was Dahlia who stepped forward, supporting the fallen man.

She clenched her teeth.

She had no fond memories of the company leader—quite the opposite, in fact. 

But to beat a man to near death in front of an audience, to discard him like refuse in the street, was something she could never condone.

Calling it a mere “lesson” was laughable.

This was nothing more than a vulgar act of venting frustration.

Because they had been forced to dirty their hands with the matter of a petty thief, they had taken their anger out on the guards under the guise of punishment.

Dahlia turned her gaze to the departing knights of Sarnos.


Their gleaming armor reflected the sunlight brilliantly, their disciplined march a testament to their elite training.

They were the pinnacle of the Count’s power, the result of countless years and an endless stream of wealth poured into assembling the finest warriors.

To the untrained eye, their presence was awe-inspiring. 

But to Dahlia, they seemed like nothing more than hollow imitations.

Strength without honor, without pride, without mercy—was nothing more than a machine of oppression, a tool of fear and subjugation.



 
  Chapter 70: The Dauphin (14) – A plausible excuse


“The city guard is withdrawing from the operation to capture Dauphin, effective immediately.”

At the command of Captain Bober, the platoon leaders of Lebruk could not hide their astonishment.

“Withdraw? Are you saying we are no longer to pursue Dauphin?”

“We’ve been the ones fighting against him all this time!”

Their protests made Captain Bober frown. 

He had been in a foul mood ever since arriving in Lebruk. 

After all, it was supposed to be his role to command the captains from headquarters, yet here he was, dragged into filling the gap left by some incompetent officer. 

It was nothing short of infuriating.

And so, he didn’t bother sugarcoating his words.

“This is an order from Count Sarnos himself. He said our presence is more of a hindrance than a help, so we’re to step aside. Do I need to explain further?”

Silence fell.

A commander of knights and a captain of the city guard—both were leaders in their own right.

But the difference in status between the aristocrat-led knightly order and the commoner-based guard was stark.

The fact that the guard was being dismissed so easily did not sit well with Captain Bober either, but when the order came directly from the knight commander, there was no room for defiance.

As the silence dragged on, a single hand rose quietly. 

It was Dahlia.

Bober turned toward her.

“What is it?”

“If the knights are taking over security, they’ll be short on manpower.”

“The thief’s targets are fewer than fifty now. With a hundred knights stationed here, they can guard them two-to-one, day and night. That should be sufficient.”

“It’s not.”

“What?”

“A single knight alone won’t be enough to stop him. And with such a spread-out formation, there will be gaps. If Dauphin infiltrates undetected, calling for reinforcements will take too long. Rather than waiting beside the targets, the focus should be on reconnaissance and patrols to detect him before he even gets close.”

“Wait, wait.”

Bober cut her off with an irritated expression. 

“Do you even know the qualifications to become a knight of Sarnos?”

“I don’t know the exact details.”

“There are many, but the most important one is this: they must be able to manifest sword energy. Every single one of them is at least a fourth-tier warrior.”

Fourth-tier warriors were rare. 

Even in the kingdom of Virca, a lord of a city-sized domain would be lucky to have one as a trump card. 

Even among adventurers, those who truly reached the fourth tier numbered fewer than fifty across the entire kingdom. 

And yet, Sarnos had sent a hundred knights of that caliber—just a portion of their forces.

“And you’re saying such warriors will lose to a mere thief? That they won’t even be able to hold out until reinforcements arrive?”

“Dauphin excels in ambushes and deception. If he catches them off guard, even the most skilled knight won’t be able to fight at full strength.”

Dahlia spoke logically, attempting to persuade the commander. 

But logic alone didn’t always sway people. 

Sure enough, Bober waved her off dismissively.

“Enough. The decision has been made. Any further arguments will be considered insubordination.”

Dahlia sighed internally. 

Perhaps she was worrying over nothing. 

After all, this was the strongest knightly order in Virca—surely they wouldn’t fall so easily.

***

Meanwhile, at the Sarnos Knight Order’s camp…

“Honestly, is this really worth deploying all of us?”

“Those city guards have always been incompetent. Look at it this way: we’re just taking a break from our usual training.”

“Tch. I was hoping for some real action, but now we’re just here to capture a lone thief? If only it were an entire band of bandits, that would’ve been exciting.”

The knights of Sarnos were highly trained, yet they rarely had opportunities to wield their swords in battle. 

War? 

Despite their rivalry with Redvell, Sarnos was not reckless enough to send knights into open conflict without just cause. 

Maintaining order? 

That was the city guard’s job—why use a sword meant for war to catch petty criminals? 

Protection? 

The Count of Sarnos himself was a fourth-tier knight. 

Assassins were rare, and even if one appeared, the entire knight order wasn’t needed to handle it.

Many knights yearned for an opportunity to test their skills. 

Though the Count of Sarnos treated his knights well, the desire for honor and battle was a separate matter.

This mission? 

It was anything but exciting.

“Still, they say he’s skilled. Maybe he’ll put up a fight.”

“If he struggles against mere city guards, he won’t stand a chance against us.”

“Hah, true enough.”

Despite their lack of enthusiasm, the knights performed their duties with discipline. 

With them standing guard, the nobles felt reassured.

“It’s a relief to have real knights by my side! I haven’t slept properly in days.”

“Haha, fear not, my lord. As long as I am here, no mere thief will lay a finger on you.”

“But isn’t that a problem? If he’s too scared to show himself, you won’t be able to catch him, will you?”

“Ah… that is a good point.”

“Hahaha!”

No one—neither the knights, nor the nobles, nor the common folk—doubted the knights’ victory. 

How could a single thief defeat the finest warriors of the kingdom?

“…Strange. The stage has advanced, but why does it feel like the difficulty just dropped? Why push aside the city guard, who were actually competent? Is this some kind of elaborate trap I haven’t figured out yet?”

[So, are you giving up?]

“Never. A phantom thief never backs down. If they’re challenging me like this, I’ll have to respond with something even bigger and bolder.”

***

Three days later.

Six of the remaining targets had been abducted. 

Their unconscious bodies were stacked in the form of a human pyramid in the town square, a silent message from Dauphin. 

As for their knightly escorts, every single one had been found unconscious in the alleys, discovered by passing townspeople.

The city erupted into chaos.

Expectations shape reactions. 

If you buy a cheap meal and it tastes bad, you shrug it off. 

But if you pay a fortune at a five-star restaurant and the food is terrible, you feel betrayed.


The Sarnos Knight Order was experiencing precisely this phenomenon.

They were supposed to be the kingdom’s strongest force.

And yet, they had lost—humiliatingly—to a single thief.

The warriors, each at least of the fourth rank or higher, were symbols of power within the House of Sarnos. 

Their titles were adorned with extravagant epithets, raising expectations that they would display feats of greatness. 

Yet, the reality they presented was utterly disgraceful.

It was as if the simultaneous punishment of the first six victims had served as a mere stepping stone. 

Dauphin continued his rampage almost daily, striking with unnerving precision and evading capture every time.

The first failure was excusable—they had been caught off guard. 

The second failure could still be justified—they had yet to adapt.

But when the third humiliation arrived, the knights of Sarnos could offer no more excuses.

Or rather, even when they tried, no one was willing to listen.

“The city guards at least managed some form of resistance, but these knights? They’re just getting trampled.”

“They had the nerve to criticize the guards for incompetence, yet now it turns out they’re the ones failing spectacularly.”

“They called it ‘punishment’ and left the captain of the city guards half-crippled, but now they receive no punishment themselves? What a joke.”

The murmurs of discontent never reached the knights directly, but their glances, the hushed conversations from a distance—it was impossible not to feel the shift in perception. 

The people of Lebruk no longer held the knights in reverence; they regarded them with disdain.

“Fools…!”

The knight commander seethed. 

His fury was directed at the rogue who taunted them with every attack, but even more so at his own men, who had disgraced themselves.

He had not even asked for much.

All they needed to do was inform him when Dauphin appeared and hold their ground until he arrived. 

Was that truly so difficult?

Excuses poured in from his subordinates:

“A hand suddenly emerged from the water and dragged me under.”

“I thought it was just a wall, but a man leapt out from nowhere.”

“I struck what I thought was him, but it turned out to be a decoy—a mere puppet.”

The commander clenched his jaw. 

“Even a lowly squad captain from the city guard managed to hold his ground. And yet my men, who have been trained at great expense, cannot?”

At his lament, the vice commander finally spoke up.

“There is something suspicious, Commander.”

“Suspicious?”

“Yes. The captain of the Eighth Squad, the one who fought fiercely against Dauphin before we arrived—she is none other than the daughter of ‘Arkh’s Traitor.’”

At the mention of that name, the commander’s eyes sharpened.

“Is this true? That man’s daughter is serving as a guard here? How?”

“The royal decree, remember? The one that allowed the traitor to end his own life in exchange for the pardon of the rebels and their kin. She avoided execution and wandered from place to place until she eventually settled here.”

The commander scoffed. 

“And the nobles of Lebruk allowed the offspring of a traitor to serve as a guard? Surely she must have hidden her identity?”

“No, sir. She confessed it herself upon joining. Naturally, those who remember the past kept their distance from her.”

“As they should.” 

The commander exhaled sharply. 

“In fact, I question why she was allowed to join in the first place. What fool permitted this?”

The vice commander hesitated. 

“According to the records… it was the Count himself. He thought it would be ‘interesting.’”

“…Hm. Ahem! Of course, the Count is a man of great wisdom and deep generosity.” 

The commander quickly composed himself, pretending he had not just insulted his superior moments ago. 

The vice commander wisely chose not to point it out.

“Then, is it possible the Count has taken a personal interest in her?”

“No, sir. When she first joined, some suspected that, but years have passed without any sign of favoritism. He may have simply forgotten about her.”

Knowing the Count’s impulsive and whimsical nature, it was entirely plausible that he had merely lost interest.

A slow, cunning smile spread across the commander’s lips.

“How amusing. The daughter of a rebel who once raised his sword against the nobility… and now a thief running rampant in the name of the common folk.”

The vice commander nodded. 

“It would not be surprising if this rogue, being linked to the Arkh uprising, is aiding the daughter of its former leader—perhaps ensuring she reaps undeserved glory.”

“What a horrifying possibility,” the commander mused. 

“If the very guards meant to uphold order are secretly colluding with the criminals who threaten our city…”

It was a conspiracy born from mere speculation, lacking any true evidence. 

But neither man cared.

The proud knights of Sarnos could not afford to be outshone by a mere city guard. 


For them, Dalhia had to be a traitor.

“I will inform the Count,” the commander decided. 

“If he does not order us to protect her, then we must proceed with the ‘appropriate course of action.’”

A reputation built on fear collapses the moment fear is lost.

To preserve their authority, the innocence of one guard was a trivial sacrifice.



 
  Chapter 71: The Dauphin (15) – If you mess with my little guard


It all began as a petty contest of pride between two lords.

Had either one taken a single step back—


Had the nation been in slightly better shape, with someone capable of mediating—


This squabble could have ended quickly, quietly, with little harm done.

But once blood began to flow, it called for more. 

Pride, profit, and grudges entwined in a tangled mess, and soon the two lords began to charge forward with no knowledge of brakes.

Young men were forcibly conscripted. 

Taxes surged under the pretense of a “war levy.” 

Food supplies that had barely sustained families now grew so scarce that at least one family member had to be sacrificed to keep the others alive.

Youth from neighboring villages—who had once laughed and drank together—now pointed spears at each other simply because they were governed by different lords. 

Those who dared question why they had to fight were either beaten into silence by their lord’s personal guards, or worse—killed outright.

It became too painful, too unbearable to continue living like this. 

Clinging to any shred of hope, the people knelt before him and pleaded.

“Knight of the lowlands. True knight of the people—Please save us. Stop this meaningless war, this suffering we cannot understand.”

They wore rags, their bodies frail and thin. 

They bowed low, tears falling freely—and the knight could not turn them away.

Word spread: the People’s Knight had risen to defend the innocent.

Inspired, the peasants under both lords began to rebel. 

The lords, ever true to form, tried to suppress them through force, but failed—because the knight was there.

Of course, it wasn’t without cost. 

Even with his might, the knight was just one man. 

Blood continued to spill wherever he wasn’t.

But unlike before, the people no longer bowed their heads.

Once, if one in ten was punished, the rest would submit. 

Now, they fought back. 

Because the knight had shown them: it was possible to resist.

That the nobility, the rulers—they were not invincible beings, but merely humans who had seized power.

The knight stood before the lords and declared:

“Because of your cruel governance, the people suffer. Please—end this war. Fulfill your duties as lords. Care for your subjects.”

But the lords chose not to listen. Instead, they summoned other noble houses for support.

Outraged, the people cried out:

“Knight of the lowlands! Warrior of the people who stands beside us! They have rejected the hand we offered. Now the only path left is to take their heads. These tyrants must taste the suffering they forced upon us. And there are so many in this wretched country who suffer as we do—who don’t yet know how to fight back. If we show them what’s possible, we can change this nation. Better to give our lives for that future than live out our days in misery.”

The knight was shaken.

He had only wanted to protect the weak. 

Only wanted to stand for those abandoned by the system. 

But now he saw what his sword had truly stirred—a fire in the hearts of the people.

If he had been just a bit more ruthless…


If he had been the kind of man who could accept sacrifice for the sake of a grander cause…


He could have led the people into full revolution.

But the knight had spent his life defending the powerless.

Even if the cause was righteous, he could not choose a path that would drown the land in blood.

Nor could he turn his back on those who believed in him… and flee with only his daughter.

In his torment, a royal envoy appeared—sent by the aging king, who had not yet lost all reason.

“Offer your life, and this conflict will end,” the envoy said.


“We will absolve all involved of responsibility, by the name of the crown.”

And so, ignoring the screams of his daughter, the knight raised his sword—

“—Captain of the 8th Squad, Dahlia. You are under arrest for conspiring with the thief Dauphin!”


The Sarnos Knights.

The moment the vice-commander’s voice rang through the Guard outpost, the entire building descended into chaos.

“What!? Collusion? The 8th squad captain!?”


“What kind of nonsense is this!?”

BOOM!

As a dozen knights took one synchronized step forward, a deafening shockwave silenced the guards instantly—like a boulder had slammed into the earth.

Everyone instinctively froze.

Dahlia narrowed her eyes but kept her voice calm.

“Collusion? That’s absurd. I’ve never done any such thing.”

“There’s no use denying it,” the vice-commander sneered.


“You leaked internal Guard information to Dauphin, assisted his crimes, and he, in turn, staged his losses to boost your standing. We’ve seen through it all.”

“And what exactly is your evidence for such a wild claim?”

“Testimonies—from within your own Guard.”

“What…?”

At his signal, a few guards stepped forward from the shadows and began to speak.

“We saw her let Dauphin go—on purpose—when she had him cornered!”


“He attacked everyone else mercilessly, but always went easy on her!”


“Even after the Knights arrived, she was seen speaking to a man late at night—someone who matched Dauphin’s description!”

Dahlia stood stunned, too shocked for words.

Her lieutenant shouted in her place.

“Don’t be ridiculous!! You sycophants were kissing up to her just days ago—what, found a new master now?!”

And that was when Dahlia understood.

These were the same men who had once shunned her—until she’d proven herself during the pursuit of Dauphin.

Then, they had quickly switched sides to show her favor.

But a few had never accepted her, and now, they were fabricating testimony.

“You don’t need to listen to them, Captain!” 

Her lieutenant yelled.


“They’re only trying to save face by making you the scapegoat!”

“Hmph. Filthy commoners,” the vice-commander growled.


At his signal, a knight stepped forward, hand outstretched toward the lieutenant.

The moment was surreal.

The lieutenant didn’t even register the threat until it was too late.

CRACK.

“Do not touch my subordinate.”

Before the knight could lay a hand on him, Dahlia’s fingers locked around the man’s wrist like iron.

The knight flinched, trying to break free—but no matter how hard he twisted, Dahlia didn’t budge an inch.

“W-What the—!?”


Her lieutenant gasped, finally realizing the danger, and stumbled back. 

The vice-commander’s brow twitched.

“What is this? Are you defying us now?”

“The Knights do not hold direct command over the city Guard. And even if they did, there is no law that permits violence against a subordinate.”

“Hah. We were merely disciplining a mutt who dared to interrupt his superior. Nothing wrong with that. A charge of insubordination—maybe even execution—is entirely appropriate.”

“That’s…!”

That’s not justice.

That’s not the law—not the one she’d envisioned when she’d spoken with him.

But Dahlia couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud. 

Because her sense of justice, no matter how noble, meant nothing in the face of raw power.

The vice-commander spoke.

“We’ll investigate the matter thoroughly. Whether you’re guilty or not will be decided in due time. Now—will you comply, or resist, Captain Dahlia?”

A choice.

Dahlia hesitated.

Even someone as upright as her knew what would await if she went quietly. 

But if she refused…

She looked at her comrades.

They gripped their spears tightly, staring back at her with resolve—ready to fight beside her, no matter the cost.

If she chose to fight… they would, too.

At the same time, Dahlia noticed.

The slight trembling of their legs, the cold sweat seeping out, the ragged breaths.

Despite their conscious will, their bodies were already paralyzed by fear.

And who could blame them?

The guards of the 8th platoon were considered some of the finest in the unit, yet few among them had any true mastery over mana.

The physical capabilities of someone who had properly reinforced their body using a mana cultivation technique differed vastly from someone who hadn’t—like a wild beast against a civilian.

And their opponents? 

Warriors clad in proper armor, trained in swordsmanship, and capable of freely wielding sword energy—walking weapons in human form.

Once a fight broke out, regardless of what happened to Dahlia herself, there would be no guarantee that her subordinates would survive.

And that… was a result Dahlia did not wish for.

With a quiet sigh, she released the arm of the knight she had been holding back.

The knight immediately stepped back with a swift motion, glaring at Dahlia. 

It was clear he felt deeply humiliated to have been restrained by a mere guard.

Dahlia turned her gaze to the vice-captain of the knights.

“I’ve never colluded with anyone—but I’ll cooperate with the investigation.”

“A wise choice,” the vice-captain replied.

“But I have conditions.”

“…Conditions?”

“Declare here, in front of all the guards, that none of them will be harmed. And allow me to meet with one member of the 8th platoon each day.”

The vice-captain’s expression twisted noticeably.

“You dare make demands, as a suspect?”

“You said it yourself, didn’t you? ‘Whether the suspicions are true or not will become clear after the investigation.’ Deciding I’m the culprit before the investigation even starts seems a bit premature. Unless you’ve already made up your mind and are just building a case to support it?”

“You wench! Are you mocking me?!”

“I had no such intention, but if you took it that way, I apologize.”

Watching the vice-captain’s face cycle through various shades of fury, Dahlia suddenly thought to herself—

When did I get so good at arguing?

The answer was obvious. 

No need to ponder.

It was clearly because of him—that smooth-talking snake she spent all her time talking to.

Even in this gloomy moment, just thinking of him seemed to lift her spirits a little, and Dahlia gave a small, bitter smile.

“You…!”

The vice-captain looked torn.

To give in to Dahlia’s demands was a blow to his pride.

But to ignore them and try to subdue her by force… her swift movement against the knight earlier still lingered uneasily in his mind.

In the end, he clicked his tongue and spat the words out like he was chewing on a bug.

“Fine! I’ll grant you your pitiful conditions. So surrender peacefully and comply with the investigation!”

Dahlia held out her hands, and the knights quickly bound them and began to escort her away.

The members of the 8th platoon called out after her in protest.

“Captain!”

“It’s fine. Just keep visiting regularly. I need to know what’s happening outside.”

The guards looked like they had a lot more to say, but seeing how composed Dahlia seemed, they reluctantly nodded.

That afternoon, strange rumors began to circulate in Rebruck.

“Hey, did you hear? The captain of the 8th platoon got arrested.”

“What? Why?”

“They say her success all this time was because she was secretly colluding with Dauphin behind the scenes.”

“No way. That sounds ridiculous.”

“Think about it. Doesn’t it make sense? How could a mere guard do what even the knights couldn’t—taking down Dauphin over and over? If she was working with him to build her reputation, and then started leaking information to sabotage the knights… it kind of adds up, doesn’t it?”

“Hmm… I guess…”

“I always thought something was off. If she was so skilled, why didn’t we hear about her until Dauphin appeared?”

The rumors, favoring the knight order and warping facts about Dahlia, began to spread in perfect unison from multiple directions.

And when enough people begin whispering the same conspiracy… suspicions naturally start to take root.

***


Somewhere far away, a man who heard the rumors murmured to himself.

“Well now… how amusing. What a wildly imaginative joke.”

Yet despite his words, his lips did not smile.

Watching from the shadows, the demon silently concluded—

‘He’s pissed. No doubt about it.’



 
  Chapter 72: The Dauphin (16) – Infiltration


Rumors, by their very nature, tend to twist and swell with each retelling—embellishments, distortions, and creative reinterpretations are expected.


In that sense, the rumors spreading through Lebruk were quite peculiar. 

Unlike typical gossip, they remained unusually consistent in content.

“The 8th Squad Leader was colluding with Dauphin all along! The only reason she was able to perform so well was because it was all staged with Dauphin!”


“But once the righteous Order of Knights appeared and threatened her position, she turned traitor and leaked information to help him from the inside!”


“What a vile and disgusting act. The 8th Squad Leader must be punished immediately!”

In the rumors, the Order of Knights was portrayed as noble victims—competent but unable to shine due to the treachery of one of their own.


Dahlia, on the other hand, was painted as a jealous, scheming wretch, envious of their justice, plotting against them from within.

Of course, it was only natural that the rumors took this turn.


After all, it was the Order themselves who had hired agents to circulate the narrative.

“How’s the public reacting?”


“They still seem confused for now, but it’s only a matter of time,” the vice-commander replied.

The Knight Commander’s lips curled into a satisfied smile.

When viewed with a cool head, the rumors sweeping Lebruk had several questionable aspects.


Could such an elaborate conspiracy really be carried out with just one inside collaborator?


Many had witnessed the clashes between Dauphin and Dahlia firsthand—could they all have been fooled?


And even if the rumors were true, didn’t that simply mean the Order had been outwitted by a
single traitor?

Wouldn’t that, too, reflect poorly on them?

Indeed, some questioned the logic of the rumors.

But their voices never gained traction.

“So you’re siding with the thief and the traitor? Maybe you’re part of their gang, too.”

Any attempt at argument was swiftly and forcefully shut down by the very agents the Knights had planted.


As dissenting voices were silenced, the anger toward Dahlia only grew louder.


Even those who had initially hesitated, unsure whether to believe the tale, began to sway with the crowd.

It was only a rumor—for now.

But it wouldn’t be long before that rumor transformed into accepted truth.

“Forget the rest. Focus especially on controlling public opinion in the upper districts. The rest are just background noise. What truly matters is how the people in power perceive this situation.”

“Understood.”

As the vice-commander nodded firmly, the Knight Commander’s eyes gleamed.

“This is the critical moment. We must not allow even the smallest opening for Dauphin!”

The Order intended to offload all responsibility for their past disgrace onto Dahlia.


But that meant one thing—if Dauphin were to outmaneuver them again with Dahlia already captured, they would have no excuse left.

Changing their mindset wouldn’t guarantee better results, and the Knight Commander knew it.


But at least, thanks to the widespread fear caused by their previous defeats, many of their former clients had swallowed their pride and withdrawn requests for protection.


Now, the Order was responsible for guarding fewer than ten individuals.

Ordinarily, this would indicate failure.

But in terms of logistics, it worked to their advantage.


They even succeeded in gathering all the VIPs into a single building for the month.

Not even Dauphin would be reckless enough to infiltrate a compound swarming with over a hundred knights—including the Knight Commander himself.


And if he hesitated?


They could claim it was because he no longer had an inside man, further solidifying the narrative.

Of course, they’d still have to face Dauphin again once the month was up.


But at the very least, they could shake off the humiliating label of being worse than the city guards.

“This time, we’ll show them the true strength of the Sarnos Order of Knights!”


“Yes, Commander!”

To them, it seemed like a sound strategy.


But they had no idea what they were truly dealing with.


No idea what hornet’s nest they had stirred.

Public opinion in the upper district turned against Dahlia, just as they’d planned.


But elsewhere—particularly among the common folk—unexpected sentiments began to bubble up.

“Wait, so the 8th Squad Leader and Dauphin were on the same side? Then they were our allies all along?”

A young man, a little dim-looking, blurted out the question.


His friends at the table exchanged odd glances.

“Dude, weren’t you the one saying she was some dirty lackey for the nobles, blocking Dauphin and helping the villains just last week?”


“How do you flip your opinion that fast?”

The dim one shrugged, completely unbothered.


“Well, that’s because I thought she was against Dauphin! But she was actually helping him, right? So she’s one of the good guys!”

“Uh…”

His friend faltered, struggling to find a comeback.


Another young man jumped in.

“It’s not that simple. If they really staged the whole thing together, doesn’t that mean they tricked and betrayed us?”

“Yeah, and she sabotaged her own organization. That’s kinda messed up too.”

But the dim young man looked genuinely confused.


“Why is that a betrayal? I didn’t lose anything. Actually, watching the nobles get screwed over was kind of refreshing. And let’s be honest—the guard was useless without the 8th Squad, and the Knights treat us like garbage. Why is it bad that someone slapped them in the face?”

“Well, I mean… hmm.”

The others paused.


The logic was crude, yes, but… was it really wrong?

Assuming Dahlia had really been in on it, what harm had she done to the common people?


Dauphin’s targets had always been the corrupt elite.


And when there were collateral victims, they had received compensation—either direct or indirect.

So what if she betrayed the guard? So what if the Knights lost face?


None of that affected the average citizen. In fact, wasn’t it better this way?

If Dahlia had indeed helped Dauphin, perhaps she deserved praise, not condemnation.

Open criticism of the nobility or the Knights remained rare—mostly out of fear, not loyalty.


But among the people, more than a few were secretly pleased by the twist in the tale.

“I knew it. She and her squad were the only ones who ever treated us like actual people.”


“Damn… and we cursed her out so badly. I feel awful now.”

To the people of Lebruk, the 8th Squad had always been something of a moral compass within the city guard.


While the others loitered in the upper districts, the 8th Squad alone had made a consistent effort to protect the common folk.

That’s why it had been so disheartening to see Dahlia opposing Dauphin.


But now, learning that she’d been on his side all along brought a wave of relief.



They had merely misunderstood her intentions.

Even if this new interpretation was far from objective truth, it reflected one undeniable fact—


The people wanted to believe in Dahlia.

Had she been hated to begin with, such rumors wouldn’t have inspired reevaluation—they would have sparked more scorn.


But that wasn’t the case.

The kindling was being stacked.

Neatly.

Steadily.

***

North of the upper district, a grand mansion loomed—


The very one Count Sarnos used when visiting Lebruk, now occupied by the Order of Knights.

A young man approached the gate boldly, alone. No carriage, no attendants, no guards.

A knight at the entrance blocked his path.


“Halt. Unauthorized individuals are not permitted beyond this point.”

“Unauthorized?”

The young man laughed.

“Are you talking to me? Are you mad?”

The young man clicked his tongue, clearly dumbfounded. 

His reaction, sharp and tinged with annoyance, provoked an equally unpleasant response from the knight.

Every member of the Sarnos Order of Knights hailed from the noble families of the Virca Kingdom, and all possessed strength equivalent to at least a fourth-tier combatant. 

Naturally, they were infamous for their arrogance.

Just as the knight opened his mouth, visibly riled up and ready to retort, one of the gatekeepers—who had been eyeing the young man with uncertainty—suddenly gasped in realization and stepped forward.

“M-my apologies! You must be the tax officer from Lebruk!”

The moment those words left his mouth, a cold shiver ran down the spine of the knight who had just been about to grab the young man by the collar.

It wasn’t the position of tax officer that frightened him—it was the lineage behind it.

The tax officer from Lebruk was none other than one of Count Sarnos’ children. 

Not a child from his official wife, perhaps, but a son of a favored concubine nonetheless—favored enough to be entrusted with a key administrative post in one of the count’s main territories.

“You’re the ones who told me to come here. You invite a guest and then treat him like this? Huh?”

His voice was biting, impatient.

The two knights broke out in a cold sweat.

They acted like tyrants toward commoners, but even they weren’t foolish enough to raise their heads high in front of the Count’s cherished son. 

Especially not this one—known across the land for his ill temper and volatile mood.

“S-sincere apologies. We did not recognize your esteemed self sooner.”

“From what I’ve experienced, moving around in big groups just makes you a bigger target. It’s best to sneak around quietly. The ones carrying the luggage will come later, just so you know. Now, you—what’s your name?”

“Pardon?”

“I asked, what’s your name?”

The knight’s eyes darted anxiously.

He clearly didn’t want to answer, but also seemed worried that refusing might bring worse consequences.

The tax officer clicked his tongue again.

“Tch. Forget it. I’ll let it slide this once. Now hurry up and open the gate.”

The knights exchanged quick glances.

They were just as eager to move past the situation, but an order from the Knight Commander weighed heavily on their minds.

“S-sorry, sir, but before you enter the manor, you must undergo a body inspection.”

“Dauphin has been known to use disguises to deceive people. He’s done it more than once. This is a precaution to ensure the safety of everyone in the estate. We humbly ask for your cooperation.”

“You’ve got to be f*cking kidding me. You’re saying I might be that bastard Dauphin now?”

“We beg you—this is for your own safety as well as the safety of the other dignitaries!”

The tax officer hurled curses with rising anger, but the knights, while flustered, stood firm and would not let him pass.

In the end, it was the tax officer who waved the white flag first.

“This is f*cking bullshit. All this because of that damn thief.”

Still muttering under his breath, the tax officer subjected himself to the inspection.

The knights, eager not to provoke him further, moved quickly and efficiently. 

They checked for strange items hidden beneath his garments and even tugged at his cheeks to ensure it wasn’t a fake face.

“OW! DAMN IT! CAN’T YOU BE GENTLER, YOU SON OF A—?!”

Smack!

He swatted one knight hard on the head, causing the man’s cheek to twitch with restrained fury.

The knight wasn’t injured—it would take more than that to harm someone of his caliber—but the insult stung more than any bruise.

In truth, both knights secretly hoped the man was Dauphin, so they could immediately draw their blades without consequence. 

But alas, the inspection turned up nothing suspicious.

Even after it was over, the tax officer didn’t leave right away. 

He spent a good while shouting and berating the knights before finally stepping inside. 

The two knights, now free, exchanged only glares—glares filled with silent curses.

Not long after, just as he had said, his attendants arrived in a rush, dragging luggage toward the manor.

This time, the knights didn’t hold back their irritation.

In a situation this dangerous, how could his retainers have let someone so important wander around alone?

What were they thinking? 

Were they out of their minds?

“We—we’re sorry! The decision was made so suddenly, we didn’t have time to prepare!”

“Tch. All of you need to be inspected as well. Line up. If any of you try anything suspicious, we won’t hesitate.”

Their tone was harsher this time, bordering on cruel. 

The startled servants yelped in pain during the rough inspection, but once again, nothing was found.

Eventually, all the residents and their retainers finished their security checks and entered the mansion. 

The knights promptly locked the gates behind them.

The gates would not open again until sunrise.

The estate, designed to resemble a small fortress in accordance with the count’s tastes, was now sealed.


Inside were one hundred elite knights, their apprentice trainees, and the strongest among them—the Knight Commander of the Sarnos Order.

No matter how clever or skilled Dauphin was, not even he could breach this fortress.

Or so they believed.

[Why him, though? That’s so uncool.]

“Chubby guys are perfect for hiding things under custom-fitted fake skin.”



 
  Chapter 73: The Thief Dauphin (17) – Top Secret. No external leaks allowed.


The power brokers of Lebruk were scum.

And gathered now in this grand estate were the worst of the worst—scum among scum.

This wasn’t simply because they preferred to save the best bite for last, like Dauphin. 

No, those with lighter sins or a sliver of conscience had long since yielded to reason and followed Dauphin’s “recommendations,” paying their dues voluntarily.

In a noble society where honor and reputation were as good as currency, caving to a mere thief’s threats and offering apologies—and compensation—to a commoner was an unspeakable disgrace.

Still, no matter how humiliating an apology might be, it didn’t compare to being beaten senseless like a dog on a summer’s day, trussed up like an insect, and paraded through the streets.

If one submitted alone, they’d be branded a coward or traitor. 

But with others to share in the shame? 

There was no reason to hesitate.

In other words, the fact that ten targets still remained—those who held out to this point—meant only two things: either their pride and stubbornness had rotted their minds to the core, or their crimes were so vile that no apology could atone for them.

And now, those very pieces of filth were putting their despicable personalities on full display.

“All this trouble, over a single petty thief. I don’t understand how we’ve come to this.”

“If the guards had done their job properly, none of this would’ve happened. But then, what can you expect from an organization fostering traitors?”

“Just thinking about that brazen wench standing by our sides with that smug face… It still sends chills down my spine.”

“Indeed. To make sure something like this never happens again, we must hold a strict execution ceremony.”

Most of these men had once extended their hands to Dahlia, begging her to stand by their side—and some had even benefited from her help. 

But none mentioned such trifling matters now.

To them, having a lowly guard protect someone as noble as themselves was a given.

And failing at even that basic task—failing to catch Dauphin multiple times—meant Dahlia was already receiving more mercy than she deserved by not being executed on the spot.

But now to learn… it was all a lie?

Was this not a crime that deserved condemnation from heaven itself?

They vilified Dahlia with absolute sincerity, feeling validated by the fact that others shared their sentiments.

“That conniving wench. I offered to take her as a concubine, and she had the nerve to turn me down with that stuck-up nose of hers. All the while, she was plotting this treachery in secret?”

“Claimed she wanted to focus on her duties as a guard and rejected my offer to scout her. Now I see—she was afraid the truth of her staged performances would be discovered!”

No, this was definitely not a personal vendetta. 

Definitely not.

Anyway, that’s how they saw it.

They had, after all, already received a subtle green light from the knights—permission to trash Dahlia as much as they pleased.

“And to think, her father was—”

“Damn it! The more I think about it, the angrier I get!!”

Just as one man began to speak in a calculated tone, a thunderous shout echoed through the banquet hall prepared for the honored guests.

Everyone flinched and turned with annoyance.

Who dared act with such disrespect in a gathering of Lebruk’s elite?

They looked toward the source of the noise, ready to scold whoever it was—only to quickly avert their eyes with a cough once they recognized the man.

Every person in this room held power, but the one bellowing now held exceptional power, even among them.

He was Lebruk’s chief tax officer—one of Count Sarnos’s sons.

The first title didn’t mean much. 

The second meant everything.

“He may not look the part, but his voice really is the spitting image of his father’s. Every time he yells, my heart jumps.”

“I heard the stress from dealing with Dauphin made him start binge eating again… If this keeps up, he’ll be rolling around like a ball next year.”

Unaware—or uncaring—of the attention he was drawing, the tax officer grumbled ceaselessly.

“I trusted that guard! Even felt a twinge of emotion seeing her fend off that wretched Dauphin! And then she tramples all over my heart like this? How could she!?”

Crash!

Unable to hold in his fury, he hurled his goblet to the floor with a dramatic clatter.

Had someone from the Redvell Marquisate been present, they might’ve noticed a certain infamous Lady C in his tantrum.

But sadly, none among Sarnos’s household here had the eye for that comparison.

They simply shook their heads at this textbook display of brutishness.

Still seething, the tax officer’s bloated belly and cheeks quivered as he scanned the room with wild eyes.

“Hey. You there.”

As everyone instinctively avoided his gaze, he pointed at one knight. 

The poor man’s face instantly darkened.

“…Yes, my lord?”

“There’s something I don’t get. I’ve seen that guard in action a few times. And I swear—she shattered a building with a single spear thrust. If her whole act was staged, then was that building trickery too?”

“Oh, yes. Of course. It must’ve been a setup. If you prepare weak points in advance, even a light strike can bring a structure down.”

“Really? You sure?”

“Absolutely. Otherwise, how could a mere guard possess such strength?”

“Then I’d better go punish my servants.”

“…Pardon?”

A wave of confusion rippled through the room.

What did his servants have to do with this?

But the tax officer spoke with perfect logic—at least, in his own mind.

“That was my building that got destroyed. So clearly, someone on the inside helped set things up before the thief ever arrived. Either they conspired or failed to manage things properly. Either way, they’re guilty. Don’t you agree?”

“Y-Yes… If you put it that way, indeed.”

“Hmm, but the ones working there were from my family’s main estate. Can’t touch them too lightly or it gets annoying… Hey. You sure about what you said? That it was all a trick? If it turns out otherwise, I’ll be very displeased. Got it?”

“Well, I…”

The knight hesitated.

If “servants” meant mere attendants, no problem.

But if he was referring to personal aides or senior staff from the estate, it got complicated—those were often from prestigious families too.

The tax officer scowled.

“Why can’t you just give me a straight answer? Are you just making this up as you go? Do I look like a joke to you?”

“N-No, sir!”

“Hmm. Suspicious.”

The tax officer tilted his head back and forth, then pointed to another knight.

“You. Answer me. That damned thief used weird cards to make things explode and spark and whatnot. The guard just tanked it all. That trickery too?”

“Yes, of course.”

“How?”

“A thorough investigation should reveal that.”

“Then share the results with me.”

“…Excuse me?”

“Hey, if there’s a way to make anyone look that tough, it’s a valuable skill, right? I want in on that.”

“…”

“Tsk. Swinging swords is all you meatheads ever think about. Ever tried using your heads for once? Tch.”

“Sir?! I—”

“I’ll let it slide. Just once.”


As if granting a great favor, the tax officer turned away. 

But he didn’t stop.

He went on to interrogate nearly every knight passing by, demanding answers about Dahlia’s “tricks.”

And the knights—begrudgingly—answered.

Dahlia’s skills were all lies.

She had no real power.

A mere guard couldn’t do what even knights couldn’t.

Only after badgering nearly every knight present did the tax officer finally look satisfied.

The other guests watched him with blank disbelief.

He eventually noticed their stares and furrowed his brow.

The guests flinched.

Strictly speaking, the tax officer didn’t have authority to berate them.

But then again, he shouldn’t have had the right to treat Sarnos’s knights like garbage either.

Fortunately, their fears were unfounded.

The tax officer broke into a grin.

“Oh dear, I must apologize. I’ve caused quite the disturbance, haven’t I? So sorry. It’s just… there’s so much I still don’t understand…”

“I didn’t even realize it myself.”

“Haha, well, things like that can happen. I understand.”

“It’s not really enough to make up for it, but—no, you know what, I’m in a good mood! For the next three days, I will cover all expenses for your food and drink here! Let’s bring out every rare and exotic liquor from Lebruk and enjoy ourselves to the fullest!”

“Ooooh!!”

Just because they were nobles didn’t mean they were immune to the allure of free indulgence.

Especially now, after being unable to enjoy any real luxury thanks to the rampaging Dauphin, the chance to relax without a care in the world under the ironclad protection of the knights was an unspeakable joy.

Of course, this meant the burden on the knights and attendants would increase, but that wasn’t the nobles’ concern, was it? 

If they didn’t like it, they should’ve dealt with the Dauphin properly in the first place.

The banquet grew livelier by the hour, and even those who had been wary of being watched were now feasting and drinking with reckless abandon.

One by one, they fell into drunken stupors and had to be dragged to their rooms.

Outside each guest’s door, the knights looked visibly fed up.

“This is getting out of hand. Treating us like this is just too much.”

“Especially that pig of a man. Clung to me until the very end, whining like crazy. I thought I’d lose it.”

“It’s the vice-captain’s orders. Just bear with it a little longer. None of them are important on their own, but if they all turn against us together, it’ll be a huge mess. You can get your revenge later.”

Originally, even the most arrogant nobles wouldn’t have dared to speak carelessly in front of the knights—one of the empire’s core power structures.

But this time, the lax behavior of the tax official seemed to set a precedent. 

One by one, the drunken guests began making jabs and picking fights.

The knights, no less proud than the nobles, wanted nothing more than to crush them with a single punch, but unfortunately, the timing just wasn’t right.

“Room 104. Nothing unusual.”

“Same with 107. Snoring like a dying beast, but otherwise dead to the world.”

“Not surprising, considering how much they drank. Be careful not to wake them up. If they start whining again like before, it’s just going to be a pain.”

“Understood.”

Normally, when you pack that many people into one building, there’s always someone sneaking around at night—but none of the VIPs stirred.

The knights didn’t find it strange. 

After all, they’d drunk themselves into oblivion.

“Aaaaaaahhh!”

“What was that?! What happened?!”

And so, the first sign that something was wrong came the following morning.

A maid, entering one of the rooms to serve her master, let out a scream.


Rushing in, the knights found—


A doll.


A doll, perfectly shaped like a human, lying in the bed.

“N-No way!”

One knight, unable to believe what he was seeing, touched what should have been the guest’s body.


That was a mistake.

POP!

With a strange bursting sound, the “body” collapsed into a thin, fluttering film—an uncanny membrane mimicking human form.

Inside the shell—something the Dauphin might call a special balloon—was a card with intricate drawings.


From it, the snoring, teeth grinding, and sleep-talking noises the knights had heard throughout the night were playing back in random patterns.

Every knight’s face turned pale.

***

“They were all gone.”


“Every person they were supposed to guard had vanished without a trace.”


“And no one noticed?”

“No one even told me? “

“All of them?!”

“What kind of absolute bullshit is that?!”

“W-We’re sorry, sir! We’re currently tracking the underground tunnels we believe the perpetrator used—”

“P-Please wait! Captain! Vice-Captain! There’s something going on in the city!”

The citizens of Lebruk stared in stunned silence at the strange sight—ten mannequins shaped like beetles, displayed in public squares, each with a peculiar card hanging from its neck, playing a recording:

“Yes, Squad 8’s abilities were all fake. Superhuman strength that breaks buildings? Nonsense.”

“It was all a trick. I swear on the name of the Sarnos Knight Order.”

“Even our knights can’t do that. How could a mere guard possibly perform such feats?”

Click.

“You say I was friendly with Squad 8? Hah! As if. They’re just commoners, aren’t they? It’s only natural that they serve people like us.”

“Her? Don’t even get me started. I told her so many times to stay close to me, but she insisted she had patrols in other districts. Shouldn’t she have prioritized us? Disrespectful wench.”

“Just wait. Once we catch that Dauphin freak, I’m going to personally make sure all those dogs are put down. A rebellion? Hah! Grab a few ringleaders, make an example out of them, and the rest will fall in line. That’s how you handle scum without pride or shame.”

Click.

“Hey, come on, just tell me. Sir Knight. I need to know.”

“This is highly inappropriate.”

“Just a hint. I deserve to know at least that much, don’t I? Or should I go tell my father about this?”

“Sigh… This must stay absolutely confidential.”

“Of course. Now, tell me!”

“Bzzzt… Yes, your guess was correct.”

“Oh ho! So that guard’s powers were real all along? The whole Dauphin conspiracy was a cover-up? I knew it! You knights really are devious.”

“Again, I must stress: this cannot be leaked. Not even to Bzzzt himself. The Captain will not tolerate it.”

“Understood. My lips are sealed.”

Click.

The card played the full conversation again, from the beginning.


Over and over.

Even though they had heard it once, the people didn’t grow tired of it.



They listened.

Again, and again, and again.

Etching every word into their memory.

More citizens, seeing the gathering crowd, walked up to see what was going on.


And soon, they too reacted the same way.

Finally, one person spoke.

“Will you look at these motherfuckers?”



 
  Chapter 74: The Dauphin (18) – For the sake of order, ignoring order


Although they had suffered some humiliation at the hands of Dauphin, the Knights of Sarnos were, by all accounts, among the elite of the elite—mightiest among the powerful, highest among the influential. 

Whether through noble lineage, individual martial prowess, or collective fame, few within the Kingdom of Virca could match them. 

Unless one happened to be a rare exception, like the “lord’s own son,” they rarely dropped their haughty demeanor.

These were the kinds of men who wouldn’t hesitate to beat a city watch commander to vent their frustration and replace him at will. 

So it was obvious what sort of treatment ordinary commoners could expect from them.

Yet now—at this very moment—a heavy, ominous air hung over all of Lebruk, and even those arrogant knights couldn’t help but glance about nervously, sensing the hostility directed their way.

“Fine, say you were trying to act tough. Say you made a mistake. But you messed up, and instead of owning it, you pinned the blame on someone else? Framed the guy who’d actually been doing a good job before you came along? What kind of person even thinks like that?”

“You call yourselves knights? The pride of Sarnos? Since when do we call people who drag their family name through the mud something to be proud of?!”

“You damn thugs! Don’t you have any shame?!”

The knights had never been beloved, but their reputation had at least remained tolerable—until now. 

Before, people would gossip behind their backs. 

Now, they hurled curses straight to their faces. 

Even fellow nobles were no longer inclined to defend them.

“You… you fools! If you were going to do this, at least don’t get caught!”

“Ugh! Sword-swinging halfwits trying to act clever, dragging the rest of us down with them!”

“Captain! Captain!! How did it come to this?! The knights said they were protecting people—so what the hell were they doing?!”

A corrupt plot? 

That could be forgiven. 

In fact, some might even say it was expected of them to try everything they could.

But to lose their entire base in a single night—and to allow secret, noble conversations to leak out into public knowledge? 

That kind of incompetence could not be overlooked.

Because of that, every noble in Lebruk was now marked as scum.

At first, the knights claimed it was all fake, forged with magic. 

But no one believed them. 

Maybe if it had just been the cards scattered around, they could’ve cast doubt. 

But the real targets were displayed right next to them—how could only the audio be fake?

‘There’s no defending this. This is an outright failure.’

Inside the mansion.

The commander of the knights, who usually surveyed everything with cold confidence, now stared ahead with eyes full of fury and confusion.

They had failed to notice when all their VIPs had been kidnapped.

Their scheme to turn the situation around had been turned against them.

Even one of these disasters would’ve made it hard to face the Count. 

But both? 

And in such a way that there was no way to recover?

He still couldn’t understand.

“How… How could this happen?”

Dauphin had used underground tunnels to commit the crime.

And tunnels like that took an immense amount of time and effort to prepare. 

Even with magic to assist, the magical vibrations and energy required would’ve been detectable.

He should have noticed.

Only one explanation remained.

“They’d been planning this long in advance. They predicted we’d gather our charges in this mansion if the situation turned dire!”

The realization that he had danced in the palm of a common thief made the commander feel both burning rage and a cold shiver down his spine.

Watching his normally implacable leader shaken, the deputy commander spoke carefully.

“Regardless of Dauphin’s trickery, the question now is—what do we do next?”

“Next? It’s already over. What could we possibly do?”

“Have you forgotten? The Count’s order was to bring back Dauphin’s head. Guarding the VIPs was only a means to that end. The main objective hasn’t changed.”

It was a stretch. 

While it was true the Count had demanded Dauphin’s head, it was also obvious he expected them to keep the city in order while doing so.

“You think the Count will just forgive this?”

“If this ends with the knight order losing to Dauphin, that will be truly unforgivable. You know that.”

The Knight Order of Sarnos was the pride of the Count’s house. 

They weren’t its only strength, but they were the most symbolic.

And now that symbol had been humiliated by a single thief?

Would anyone still fear them? 

Respect them?

And would the Count forgive those who turned his pride into a joke?

The commander’s gaze turned cold.

“…Do we have a plan?”

“Dauphin is known to care deeply for the safety of commoners. In the past, nobles who tried to take revenge on the populace after losing to him were all stopped by his intervention.”

In other words—if they threatened the commoners, Dauphin would come.

“Target the slums. They have nothing to begin with, so there won’t be any tax losses. And once people see blood, the shouting mobs outside will go quiet.”

It was a mad idea—an armed force meant to protect the people, turning its blades on its own citizens.

But the commander knew the truth.

A force feared is useful. 

A force scorned is worthless.

“Call the knights. All of them.”

Grinding his teeth, the commander gripped the hilt of his sword tightly.

***

Lebruk City Jail.

“So, outside, everyone’s cursing the knights and nobles, and saying how much they miss you, Captain! Now that your name’s cleared, it’s only a matter of time before they let you out!”

“…I see.”

Dahlia gave a slightly troubled smile at the chipper voice of the female squad member outside the bars.

It was nice to be cleared of suspicion. 

It was touching to hear that the people missed her. 

Even a bit satisfying to know the knight order had taken a hit.

But she couldn’t bring herself to smile.

‘So in the end… Dauphin won.’

She had tried to stop him. 

Had fought to capture him.


But while she was off duty, the phantom thief had claimed victory—boldly and completely.

She would still be a guard. 

He would still be a thief. 

But their paths would likely never cross again.

Judging by his past behavior, Dauphin would move on to another territory.

That lingering bitterness in her chest—Dahlia finally realized what it was.

It wasn’t the guard in her resenting defeat.

It was the woman in her, regretting that she never got to finish the match.

‘…So how could I possibly say anything to my squadmates who are out there cheering for him?’

While Dahlia sighed inwardly, the squadmate, unaware, exclaimed, “Ah, right!” and pulled something out.

It looked like a book.

“What’s this?”

“A gift! For you, Captain. Apparently, they meant to give it to you directly when it was finished, but since only we can visit you, they asked us to deliver it. Um, the sender was a guy—a bit older than you, plain-looking, but with kind of mischievous eyes. Sound familiar?”

Dahlia’s pale green eyes widened.

She accepted the book through the bars and began to read.

Dahlia had never been much of a reader. 

Her father had taught her a little, but he hadn’t been particularly refined himself, so anything beyond simple text was often a struggle.

But not this time.

This book was filled with illustrations, and the text avoided all the complex noble vocabulary she found difficult.

It read smoothly—like it was written just for her.

Above all else, Dalia already knew.

It wasn’t knowledge in the usual sense—more like an instinct, a certainty that settled in her bones long before the words ever reached her ears.

“Is something wrong, Captain? I didn’t see anything strange when I glanced over the drawings…”

Her squadmate’s voice was laced with concern, misreading the blank, distant expression on Dalia’s face. 

But before she could even formulate a reply, a voice echoed in both their ears.

“To all residents of Lebruk—this is a public announcement.”

A strange voice, like echoes tangled together in the hollow of a cave.

Dalia’s mind snapped into focus the moment she realized it was the work of an enchanted voice amplifier. 

Though truthfully, there was no need to strain her ears—the message was flooding through the entire city.

“At this very moment, Dauphin and his conspirators are spreading crude and deceitful rumors in an attempt to confuse the populace.”

“Our noble Sarnos Knights, bound by the honor and pride of knighthood, have long trived to protect Lebruk. But due to Dauphin’s vile schemes, we have been falsely accused and slandered. We can no longer uphold the current methods.”

“Thus, from this moment on, the Sarnos Knights will commence a complete purge of the city’s slums.”

Dalia froze. 

For a moment, she questioned her own hearing.

But one glance at her squadmate beyond the iron bars—his face twisted in the same shock and disbelief—told her she hadn’t imagined a word of it.

“The residents of the slums are nothing more than parasites, leeching off the city’s lifeblood without even fulfilling the most basic civic duties. Dauphin, in his boundless vanity, has been tossing them stolen riches like scraps, parading his false generosity.”

“Worse still, some of these gullible fools willingly pledged themselves to Dauphin, serving as his hands and feet, desperate for a larger share of the spoils. Let it be clear: assisting a thief for personal gain is, beyond question, a crime.”

“Therefore, the Sarnos Knights will correct this injustice in the name of righteousness.”

Righteousness.

The moment that word touched her ears, Dalia felt a visceral, crawling revulsion, like a bug skittering across her skin.

Not because of the word itself, but because of the mouths that dared to wield it as a shield for their atrocities.

“This action is for the good of Lebruk, and for the glory of House Sarnos as a whole.”

“Any who stand in our way—regardless of their face or name—will be considered either Dauphin in disguise, or a conspirator who profited from his thievery. They will be cut down without hesitation.”

“So to all innocent, law-abiding citizens: continue your work without fear, and do not give us cause for tragic misunderstandings.”

“That is all.”

Dalia could stand it no longer.

Crack!

The enchanted shackles, forged specifically to restrain knights, shattered in her hands like brittle glass.

Without so much as a pause, she strode to the cell door—and tore it clean off its hinges.

Crash!

“W-what are you doing?! You—uh…”

The guard who moved to intervene froze mid-sentence, paralyzed by the sight before him, instinctively recoiling from the sheer violence of her act.

Her squadmate wasn’t much better, standing there in stunned silence.

“C-Captain?”

“My armor—no, just my spear will do. Where is it?”

“Uh, it’s, I—it was placed in the Eighth Squad’s ready room!”

That was all Dalia needed to hear. 

She kicked off the ground, launching herself forward.

She knew full well what her actions meant.

Breaking the law. 

Defying the very order and discipline she had sworn to uphold, even when it had cost her dearly in the past. 

Even when it left her suffocating in helplessness, frustration, or fury—she had always endured.

Always followed the rules.

But now?

Now, she could not.

‘No,’ she thought. 

‘She would not.’

“No matter what anyone says, I believe that the path I choose is as close to ‘good’ as I can manage. It may not be perfect, or absolute, but at the very least, it tips the scales toward the side of right. And if that’s the case, then the only thing left is to act. It’s as simple as that.”

“And just because something is called a ‘game,’ doesn’t mean it’s useless. It might not help you today or tomorrow, but one day, when you need to decide what’s right—it will be there, waiting. A foundation.”

Two voices.

Different, yet not.

Their words overlapped in her mind, and she pushed them aside. 


There was no time for reflection.

She ran. 

And kept running.

Running for the laws and justice she and ‘him’ had debated, argued, and built together.

Her own, unshakable code.



 
  Chapter 75: The Dauphin (19) – What the Thief Released


“The knights have gone mad! They’re trying to kill us all!!”


“Aileen! Max! Where are you?! Say something!!”


“R-Run! If you stay here, you’ll die!!”

The cries echoed across the entirety of Lebruk, the panic blooming in the air like wildfire right after the knights’ declaration of war.

Terrified, the residents of the slums began to flee in every direction, desperate to escape the district they called home and find safety elsewhere.

But those who reached the outskirts first were met with an unsettling sight — and a grim realization.

“T-The roads are blocked…?”

Scrap heaps, the wreckage of collapsed buildings, even overturned carts — all manner of obstacles had been deliberately placed to prevent anyone from escaping the slums.

Sure, one or two might manage to climb over and flee if they were lucky, but the idea of the entire slum population breaking through was simply impossible.

And beyond those barriers stood the knights.

Fully armed knights, squires, and support soldiers formed ranks along the main roads, their eyes shining with an almost unhinged excitement, their faces flushed with feverish anticipation.

“Advance.”


“Yes, sir!!”

Boom.

With each synchronized step, the knights of the Sarnos Order shook the earth, a deep and heavy rumble rippling through the surroundings.

“A-Aaah, nooo!”

Panic-stricken, the citizens bolted in the opposite direction of the advancing knights, but the knights did not bother chasing after them.

They didn’t have to.

The knights had already positioned themselves like a tightening noose, encircling the slums in an ever-shrinking ring.

No matter how fast the people ran, sooner or later they would be corralled into a single place, with nowhere left to hide.

But that didn’t mean the knights simply marched in silence.

Crash!

Crack!

Smash!

They kicked over market stalls, shattered doors with their gauntleted fists, ransacked the interiors of homes, and in some cases, brought entire buildings crashing to the ground. 

Their official excuse was that fugitives might be hiding inside, but anyone watching could see the truth: it was an act of pure intimidation.

A performance.

It was a deliberate demonstration, meant for both the fugitives and the city of Lebruk — a brutal reminder of what the knights were, and the violence they wielded.

And it worked.

That morning, the citizens had glared at the knights with anger, muttered curses under their breath.

But now? 

Now the slums had fallen silent, like a graveyard.

Not just those trapped inside the siege — even the onlookers beyond the blockade stood frozen, mouths dry with fear.

Who wouldn’t be, after watching armored knights tear down buildings bare-handed, reducing them to rubble? 

That sight alone was enough to freeze the blood of anyone foolish enough to think of resistance.

And the longer the operation dragged on, the more violent the knights became. 

Almost as if the scent of fear in the air fed their frenzy.

After all, these knights had been nursing stress for some time — smashing things, breaking everything in sight, it brought them an exhilarating release they hadn’t realized they’d craved.

Watching the citizens scream and scatter like ants beneath their boots only sweetened the experience.

Yes.

This was how the world was meant to be.

The weak — the filth of the slums — had forgotten their place. 

They had dared to glare at the strong, at the noble. 

Their scorn, their defiance, had been a violation of the natural order.

But now, order had returned.

“Aaahhh!”


“Max, no!!”

A young boy tripped, falling hard onto the cold, wet stone.

Tears welled in his eyes as he cried out. 

His father — or so it seemed — hurried back, trying to lift him. 

But with his other arm already occupied, clutching a small girl tightly to his chest, his movements were clumsy and slow.

The knights’ eyes gleamed.

Scaring people by smashing furniture was fun, sure. 

But seeing blood spill — that was even better.

One knight raised his sword high, bringing it down in a lethal arc.

But before the blade could reach the family, a shadow darted from nowhere and struck the knight with a heavy kick.

Thud!

The knight was sent flying, his armored form skidding along the ground. 

A group of mannequin-like figures — puppets — swept in, grabbing the man and his children and ferrying them away to safety.

A lone man stood between the fleeing family and the knights, his voice low, almost cold enough to cast frost.

“I must admit… I never expected those who call themselves ‘knights’ to stoop to something so vulgar, so brainless, so utterly shameless.”

A deep burgundy suit, a wide-brimmed hat, and a half-cape draped over his right shoulder.

Gone was his trademark playful smile. 

The man’s eyes were cold, devoid of warmth. 

It was unmistakably Dauphin.

The knights’ eyes lit up with recognition — and rage.

“It’s Dauphin! Dauphin has appeared!!”


“You filthy thief! Do you even understand the humiliation you’ve caused us?!”


“We might’ve fallen to your ambush last time — but not today!!”

Boom!

Three knights launched themselves forward like arrows, their speed and ferocity more beast than man.

But Dauphin, unfazed, twisted and weaved through their strikes.

In the same breath, he slipped several playing cards between the gaps of their armor.

Bzzzt!

Sparks exploded from the cards, a jolt of violent electricity locking the knights’ bodies in place and driving them to their knees.

From a distance, it might’ve looked like a clean and perfect victory.

But Dauphin knew better.

For an ordinary person, the shock would’ve knocked them out cold.

But these weren’t ordinary men.

Against fourth-rank knights, this was the best he could manage — momentary paralysis.

He moved to finish them — but hesitated.

From the rear, squires had already raised their crossbows, firing a rain of bolts toward him.

Fwhip!

Fwhip!

Dodging the first volley took only a second, but in that single heartbeat, another knight appeared from the shadows, sword slashing toward him.

Parry one attack, and another followed.

Deflect one blow, and a fresh opponent emerged.

The longer the fight went on, the more knights closed in — and even for someone like Dauphin, facing the entire order head-on was suicide.

“Don’t be afraid!” one knight roared.

“That bastard’s only good at running! His firepower’s not that impressive!!”



“Don’t hold back your mana — keep your bodies reinforced at all times! His weak little tricks won’t break through it!!”

If Dauphin had stuck to his specialties — ambushes, trickery, hit-and-run — he might’ve stood a chance.

After all, he had already humiliated the Sarnos Order once, infiltrating their mansion and outwitting them at every turn.

But this wasn’t the same game.

This wasn’t his style.

And facing them head-on like this was madness.

Yet… he couldn’t run.

The moment he vanished from sight, the knights would turn on the helpless civilians without a shred of mercy.

So he stayed.

Even knowing the odds were hopeless.

Even knowing the cost.

He refused to give up.

Even as the stockpile of magical tools dwindled at an alarming rate.


Even as his once-pristine suit, always sharp and immaculate, became soaked with blood and caked in dust.


Even as his body became so battered with wounds that it was hard to find a patch of unbroken skin.

Dopain fought on.

Taking down even one more knight, buying even a sliver more time for the people to escape — he gave it everything he had.

“I’ve searched for you for a long time. At last, I get to look upon that wretched face of yours.”

As if mocking Dopain’s desperate struggle, the Knight Commander swung his sword, cleaving through Dopain’s right arm.

Shlak!

A geyser of blood burst forth, soaking the tattered cape that had once cloaked his body.

The cape tumbled to the ground, stained and useless.

Neither the enchanted cloak, capable of withstanding sword auras, nor the custom-tailored suit designed to enhance his strength, meant anything in the face of a Fifth-Rank Sword Aura that could slice through them like soft tofu.

Clutching the stump of his severed arm, Dopain spoke, his voice strained but steady.

“So that was your aim… to draw me out. But if that was all you wanted, a mere threat would’ve sufficed. There was no need to raise your sword against civilians. You only had to send word, and I would have shown myself willingly.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” the Knight Commander replied, his voice chillingly calm. 

“But tell me, why should I bother doing that?”

“What…?”

The commander’s eyes burned with cold fury as he continued.

“This city needed a warning. A reminder to those who would dare mock the Sarnos Knights, who harbor resentment and defiance toward us. I can’t kill every citizen here… but an example must be made.”

His voice was steady — disturbingly so.

The name ‘Sarnos Knights’ carried too much weight.

To him, slaughtering a few impoverished souls was a small price to pay if it would restore the fear and reverence the knights commanded. 

He believed that, fully and without doubt.

“—Do you really think I’ll let you?”

But there was someone in this city who would never allow the Knight Commander’s logic to go unchallenged.

Vwoooom!

A spear, thrust forward with explosive speed, shot toward the Knight Commander.

With only a slight twist of his body, he evaded the strike. 

His gaze flicked to the intruder, and his brow twitched in recognition.

“Prison escape. Assaulting a superior officer. Aiding and abetting a dangerous criminal. I don’t even know which crime to list first. Have you finally gone mad? Or have you come to confess you’ve been Dopain’s accomplice all along? Speak, Captain of the 8th Squad.”

“Neither,” Dahlia answered flatly. 

“I’m here as a city guard, to stop the ‘thieves’ who threaten the lives of our citizens.”

The commander’s eyes narrowed.

“Then your logic baffles me even more. If it’s thieves you’re after, shouldn’t you be looking right behind you?”

Dahlia stood firm, not an ounce of hesitation in her voice.

“No. That man may be a criminal, but he is not the thief I came here to stop.”

Step by step, she advanced.

She wore no armor. 

She’d left her usual face-covering mask behind. 

Armed with nothing but a single spear, she moved without a hint of fear or uncertainty.

“Knight Commander. Or rather, the Sarnos Knights — you are the real thieves, masquerading as knights.”

Someone in the crowd gasped.

A mere city guard, accusing the noble order of knights — the very representatives of an entire noble house — of being a band of thieves? 

It was unthinkable.

And how did the accused react?

“…Don’t think you’ll die easily, girl.”

Fury.

No — rage, pure and unbridled, swept through the knights. 

The Commander, the Vice-Commander, and every knight present bristled with killing intent, their pride and authority insulted beyond forgiveness.

But even in the face of that suffocating malice, Dahlia stood firm, unflinching.

Perhaps irked by her defiance, one of the knights stepped forward.

“Commander! There’s no need for you to dirty your own hands. Allow me to handle this wench.”

The Knight Commander stared at him for a moment, then spoke dryly.

“Permission granted. But don’t take too long.”

“Thank you, sir!”

With burning eyes, the knight turned to Dahlia, his heart thirsting for revenge.

He still remembered the humiliation — being overpowered by her during her arrest. 

This was his chance to reclaim his pride.

Fwoosh!

Strength alone meant nothing if your strikes didn’t land. 

The knight’s body zigzagged as he lunged, an erratic, practiced movement designed to overwhelm and deceive his opponent.

Dahlia stood motionless, seemingly caught off-guard.

A triumphant smirk crept onto the knight’s face.

‘Foolish girl. Walking into battle without armor — you’ll regret that arrogance the moment my sword cuts you down.’

With both hands, he swung the finely crafted longsword, a blade imbued with magic and sharpened to cut even through massive logs as if they were butter.

The blade met her shoulder—

And stopped.

Thunk.

A single, sharp sound. 

The sword went no further.

“…Huh?”

His mind froze, the moment dragging into an eternity of confusion.

But before he could fully process what had happened, Dahlia’s spear swung.

It struck his side, hard.

It wasn’t a metaphor, nor exaggeration — the scene looked as though a carriage had collided with him.

The proud armor of the Sarnos Knights crumpled like paper. 

His flesh, bones, and organs compacted under the sheer force, folding into the shape of his crushed armor.

His broken body bounced off the ground two, three times, limbs twisting at grotesque angles with each impact.

BOOM!

A wooden building, one the knights had dismantled piece by piece on many occasions, collapsed entirely the moment his mangled body slammed into it.


For a long moment, no one spoke.

And in the heavy silence, Dahlia’s voice rang out, calm and clear.

“When subduing a criminal within city limits, capture is the priority. But if the life of a guard or a civilian is in danger… lethal force is permitted.”

A natural-born fighter, one who had spent her life restraining her strength under the iron weight of law and order, now stood before those drunk on power and violence — and declared war.

“If you understand the rules, then come at me, you thieving bastards.”



 
  Chapter 76: The Dauphin (20) – Shout of Victory


The Knights of Sarnos were formidable.

They were experts in the art of killing, as befitted true knights.

Though their bodies bore the shape of men, the moment they enhanced themselves with magic, they exhibited strength rivaling that of wild beasts.

Their weapons and armor, likewise reinforced with magic, elevated their already overwhelming offensive and defensive capabilities to their absolute limits.

—And yet all of that strength, all of that pride, meant nothing in front of Dalia.

BZZZZZMMM!

Dalia’s stance as she faced the knights was… strange.

She gripped a spear that should, by all rights, require both hands — yet she wielded it one-handed.

Not only that, but she held it near the end of the shaft, far from its center of balance, and swung it with ease.

Anyone even remotely trained in the spear arts would have called her posture sloppy, even laughable.

Swinging a spear in such a manner certainly widened the attack range, but at the cost of power.

At best, the shaft might lightly tap an opponent’s body — but no more than that.

Expecting a proper strike from such a motion was absurd.

More likely, her own wrist would shatter from the strain.

And yet—

“Khuaaargh!”

The knights of Sarnos, who were forced to face this so-called sloppy attack, could not bring themselves to laugh.

This wasn’t about chivalry, or decorum on the battlefield.

There was simply no room for mockery as they were being slaughtered like insects by that ‘clumsy’ swing.

Just a light touch, that’s all it seemed.

The spear shaft barely brushed against them, and yet flesh was pulverized, bones shattered, and organs churned to mush.

It was no different from colliding with a carriage at full gallop.

A direct collision would undoubtedly be worse, but even if only an arm took the hit, the damage was catastrophic — and the rest of the body would hardly escape unscathed.

Their defense meant nothing.

If they tried to block with a sword, the sword snapped like brittle wood. 

If they braced with their armor, the plates crumpled like paper.

Even when both weapon and armor were reinforced with magic, the result was the same.

But more than her terrifying, monstrous strength, there was something else that pushed the knights of Sarnos into true despair.

“Why—! Why can’t I cut her?!”

The vice-captain let out a desperate scream.

Even a housewife, untrained and flustered, could deliver a fatal wound with a kitchen knife if the strike landed well enough.

So how could it be that a fourth-tier knight’s sword, capable of splitting solid stone, couldn’t leave so much as a scratch?

No matter how much strength they poured into their strikes — whether they slammed their shoulders into her with all their weight or lunged with the full force of a charge, aiming directly for her heart — their blades couldn’t pierce her skin.

“Impossible… This is absurd…”

A thick suit of armor could be bypassed by aiming for the gaps.

A fortress of defense could be broken with relentless cooperation and attacks from all sides.

But this — this wasn’t defense.

No matter what they did, no matter how hard they struck, she stood there, unflinching, simply allowing the blows to land… and still emerged unscathed.

‘Whether it’s a fourth-tier knight unleashing sword aura, or a mere farmer holding a blade for the first time… against her, it makes no difference!’

The knights of Sarnos were strong.

Against ordinary soldiers, even ten could be cut down single handedly.

With clever maneuvers, even a hundred could be managed.

But if the enemy numbered in the thousands, not even the strongest knight could hold out forever.

A human’s stamina, magic, and mind all had limits.

A stray arrow, a blind strike — these could kill a knight just the same.

Even their captain, a fifth-tier powerhouse, wasn’t immune.

Aura was an absolute force, but it drained its wielder just as absolutely.

Dalia, however, was different.

She didn’t need to consider her enemies’ numbers.

Magic reinforcement wasn’t a technique for her — it was as natural as breathing.

Unless she made a conscious effort to stop, she could maintain it indefinitely, for a year if need be.

It didn’t matter if the enemy numbered in the hundreds, the thousands, or even tens of thousands.

As long as none among them reached the fifth tier, she could massacre them all without suffering so much as a scratch.

She was a living contradiction to the law of nature that “one cannot stand against many.”

And this power — it wasn’t the fruit of harsh training or disciplined martial arts.

It was simply a part of her, as natural as the day she was born.

That was why Dalia had spent her life suppressing herself, more than anyone else.

Even when something infuriated her, even when the urge to smash everything to pieces gripped her, she forced herself to obey the rules, to follow the law.

People called her slow-witted.

They mocked her for her restraint, clucked their tongues in frustration.

But she endured it.

Again and again.

Because she knew — if someone like her gave in to her emotions and used her power on a whim, the result would be catastrophe.

She was afraid. 

Afraid that even actions she believed were “right” could circle back and bring harm to others.

She wanted to believe, as her father once told her, that this strength wasn’t meant to hurt, but to help.

“…Even so, you crossed the line. I know full well — this is not the time for restraint!”

Each time Dalia’s spear swung, the knights — warriors hand-picked and raised with care by the Count of Sarnos — were swept aside like fallen leaves.

Normally, even when dealing with criminals, she held back, always adjusting her strength.

But not this time.

Not against those who had raised their swords against unarmed civilians. 

Against them, she showed no mercy.

The knights, once so confident and proud as they faced defenseless townsfolk, now cowered in terror before a foe who crushed the power they’d spent a lifetime honing.

“Stand aside! I’ll handle this!”

Sensing his troops’ morale collapsing beyond recovery, the knight commander leaped forward.

If sword aura wouldn’t cut her, then he would strike with his strongest technique — sword force.

That was the plan.

But before he could take another step—

“Now, now, have you forgotten about me? I must say, I’m quite hurt!”

—Dauphin stood in his way.

The true cause of all this chaos.

His condition was nothing short of wretched.

His right arm was gone below the shoulder, blood still gushing freely from the stump. 

His complexion was pale, his legs trembling, ready to give out at any moment.

And yet, even in that state, his face wore a bold, shameless smile, and his eyes shone with unyielding fire.

The knight commander gritted his teeth.

“You damned thief — even at death’s door, your mouth keeps running!”

The commander was certain of victory.

Even when Dauphin was whole, he couldn’t block the commander’s strike. 

There was no way a man barely able to stand could possibly fight back.

“True, I won’t deny it. Whatever else you may be, your strength is respectable enough.”

Dauphin couldn’t defeat the knight commander. 

That much was certain.

But that didn’t mean he was out of tricks.

“Have you forgotten? I’m no knight, bound by honor. I’m a thief. A liar. A cheat.”

Raising his lone remaining hand, he revealed a small gemstone-like object.

The knight commander’s expression twisted.

“When—when did you…!?”

The artifact — a magical device for amplification and broadcasting — the very tool the knights had used to declare the town’s doom.


With practiced ease, Dauphin had stolen it.

And now, without hesitation, he activated the device and shouted:

“People of Lebruk! This is Dauphin speaking. I ask you all — answer me! Tell me, are you not enraged!?”

Silence fell over the town.

Not out of dismissal, but because they were listening.

“These men declare you guilty! Simply because you stood beside me, they say you deserve death! But is that true? Did you truly aid me? Of course not! How could you? I never once asked for your help — so how could there be accomplices!?”

Realizing what Dauphin intended, the knight commander lunged toward him.

Dodging the murderous strikes by the narrowest of margins, Dauphin forced his voice to rise above the clash of steel.

“Yes!” 

He cried. 

“Even though you’ve done nothing wrong, they still call you criminals!”

“All you did was cry out for justice, and yet they brand you criminals!”

“You fought tooth and nail just to survive each passing day, and still they call you criminals!”

“You lost your families, lost your friends, endured endless pain, and simply voiced your suffering — but still, they call you criminals!”

“‘You offend me, so die.’ ‘You hinder my plans, so die.’ ‘Your struggles are beneath our grand ideals, so shut your mouth and die!’ That’s all they see you as!”

A fist clenched, somewhere in the crowd.

Tears welled up in another’s eyes, rising unbidden from a flood of emotion.

And one, remembering the past, trembled uncontrollably.

“Have you not endured enough? Have you not waited long enough? How many times have you watched them disgrace themselves, and still they refuse to admit fault — crushing everything beneath brute strength? You’re seeing it for yourself, right now! Even so, do you still intend to say, ‘Not yet’?”

“Do you think if you sit quietly and wait, I’ll solve all your problems for you? Do you believe leaning on the guards over there will fix everything? Will you just keep sitting there, waiting, hoping someone else will save you?”

“If there’s anyone here who believes that — speak up! Enough of this nonsense! Even being spoon-fed has its limits!”

If you have grievances, speak them with your own mouth.

If you are angry, stand up on your own two legs.

If you desire something, seize it with your own hands.

“Shut your damn mouth!”

Shhk!

The Knight-Commander’s sword cleaved through Dauphin’s body, carving a deep diagonal gash from shoulder to thigh.

Blood burst forth, gushing from the mortal wound.

As Dauphin’s hand lost its strength, the enchanted megaphone slipped from his fingers and clattered to the ground.

The Knight-Commander, as if venting his fury, stomped it underfoot and crushed it to pieces.

“What makes you think your pathetic words could stir that trash!? Those lowly worms — all they know is how to beg and cling to others! Do you actually believe your worthless speech could fill them with enough courage to act? Foolish delusion!”

But even as his life drained away, Dauphin’s voice remained steady.

“You’re right. My words alone don’t hold such power. At best, they’re like a single drop falling into a glass of water.”

The Knight-Commander narrowed his eyes.

“But tell me,” Dauphin continued, “what happens if the glass is already full to the brim?”

A shiver crept up the Knight-Commander’s spine.

Even in his bloodied, crumpled state — even on the brink of death — Dauphin radiated an air of certainty, as if victory was already his.

“The ones who filled that glass… were you. All I did was add the final drop.”

Only then did the Knight-Commander tear his gaze away from Dauphin and look around.

The city’s guards.

The other armed force of this city — fully equipped, in battle formation — had surrounded the knight order entirely.

And behind the guards, stretching out as far as the eye could see, stood a sea of citizens.

Thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, their eyes burning with fierce determination.

A choked sound escaped the Knight-Commander’s throat.

His apprentice knights, his squires, even the surviving soldiers of his order — all slowly backed away, gathering together like frightened prey.

In ordinary times, the Knight-Commander would have barked at them for showing such weakness in front of mere commoners. 

But now, no words came.

His back was damp with cold sweat.

Even as the strongest knight in the Virca Kingdom, facing such numbers, victory was impossible.

And the only person who might have turned the tide — the captain of the city guards — was standing not as an ally, but as the most formidable enemy.

Perhaps if he made use of the chaos, he might manage to escape. 

But such a retreat would forever stain the honor of the knight order.

In the end, there was only one path left.

“You fools! Have you lost your minds? Our knight order stands under the banner of Count Sarnos! Lay a single finger on us, and the Count will not let it stand!”

It was a desperate attempt, leaning on the name of his patron — a pitiful threat.

A tactic so often used by the high and mighty, but now it came off as little more than a coward’s plea.

And yet.

“Shut it, you bastard.”

He had forgotten that Dalia was standing right next to him.

Trying to intimidate the crowd, even halfheartedly, had been a fatal mistake.

Perhaps this, too, had been Dauphin’s plan all along — to distract him, to leave an opening.

Thwack!

Dalia’s strike came down like a hammer, sending the Knight-Commander sprawling across the ground.

He barely managed to shield himself with his aura, avoiding a fatal blow, but once his stance had been broken, the battle was already lost.

Before he could recover, Dalia seized his ankle and slammed him into the earth like a rag doll.

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOOOM!

Three earth-shaking impacts in quick succession.

When the dust settled, all that remained was a crater large enough to bury a grown man whole — and the battered, twisted remains of the Knight-Commander, discarded like a broken weapon.

Dalia turned to the remaining knights, her voice low, calm, and chillingly indifferent.

“Want to keep going, or will you surrender?”

No one answered. 


There was no need for words.

As one, they dropped to their knees, heads bowed to the dirt, begging for their lives.

And as the sight spread across the square, the gathered crowd erupted in deafening cheers — cheers that rolled over the city like thunder, stretching beyond Lebruk, beyond the streets, carrying all the way to the Count’s estate.

A roar that could not be silenced.





 
  Chapter 77: The Dauphin (21) – Farewell under the full moon


To the lords of the Kingdom of Virca, the Knights of Sarnos were a source of boundless envy.

“Haah… If only I had a knightly order like that—no, even a single knight would be enough! How great would that be!”

“Damn it, I won’t even hope for a full-fledged knight. If I could just steal away an apprentice, even that would be a blessing…!”

When speaking of the strength of a Fourth-Rank Knight, one phrase was often used: a match for a hundred.

It didn’t mean that a knight could single-handedly charge into a hundred foes and emerge victorious in a head-on clash, but with proper tactics—hit-and-run skirmishes, targeted strikes to shatter enemy morale, and psychological warfare—the phrase wasn’t so far-fetched.

And by that measure, the military might of the House of Sarnos, which commanded well over a hundred Fourth-Rank Knights, was nothing short of a living nightmare for the average lord.

Imagine, for a moment, that the Count of Sarnos took offense to some lowly lord and dispatched a hundred of his knights.

To stand against them would require an army of ten thousand.

No standing garrison, which rarely numbered more than a few dozen, could hope to match that.

The lord would have no choice but to conscript peasants and common folk.

And the moment conscription began, the loss was already the lord’s.

The labor force that should have been working the fields and paying taxes would instead be dragged away to risk their lives in battles that would bring no profit to the land.

Worse yet, those conscripted would need to be fed, sheltered, and armed.

Some heartless lords, desperate to save coin, would skimp on food and force their recruits to scavenge for weapons themselves—but such cruelty only bred weakness, and weakness meant death.

The soldiers would fall, and the lord’s life would soon follow.

The mere act of assembling and maintaining a force large enough to oppose the knights would cripple any treasury.

But for the knights?

Their numbers were modest.

The main force consisted of a hundred seasoned knights, and even when counting apprentices and squires, the total only reached a few hundred.

Even if the knights ate better and lived more comfortably than conscripted soldiers, the cost of maintaining them paled in comparison.

And numbers alone didn’t ensure victory.

Conscripts, lacking both training and the will to fight, were quick to surrender or flee the moment the tide of battle turned against them.

To prevent this, officers and enforcers had to push and threaten them into holding the line.

But if the knights struck first, cutting down those same officers, the entire army would collapse, no matter how many bodies remained.

The only way to prevent this was to muster an even larger army, so dense and numerous that not even the knights could break through.

But that meant more mouths to feed, more bodies to clothe, more equipment to forge—an endless burden.

In the end, trying to stop knights with sheer numbers was a losing game.

The only true solution was to raise knights of one’s own.

And no one in the kingdom did so better than the House of Sarnos.

The Count’s house boasted a secret method of magical training, a fortune in financial rewards, and the unparalleled prestige of being the strongest in the kingdom.

Any child of noble blood with even a hint of talent would scramble to knock on the Count’s door.

Even those who failed to attain full knighthood would rather remain as apprentices than offer their swords to another lord.

To avoid being crushed beneath the heels of the knights, the lesser lords bowed their heads and groveled before the Count of Sarnos, granting him the power to sway the kingdom as he pleased.

Of course, this power came at a cost.

The taxes levied on the lands of Sarnos were brutal.

The wealth squeezed from the peasants wasn’t reinvested in roads or harvests, but funneled straight into strengthening and sustaining the military.

And until now, that strategy had worked.

The knights brought more than enough power and profit to justify the sacrifice.

But not anymore.

“The Sarnos Knights lost? What? Where? Don’t tell me the Redvell family finally moved against them… Huh? What did you just say? They were sent to catch a bandit and got wiped out instead? What kind of nonsense is that?”

“A large portion of the knights were killed or crippled? Even the Knight Commander can’t so much as lift a sword anymore? And you’re telling me this was done by the city guards of Lebruk? This is what you call an intelligence report? Get back out there and investigate again!”

“The knights tried to shift the blame for their failures onto others, and when that scheme fell apart, they attempted to carry out a massacre on the civilians of Lebruk? …Why? What twisted logic leads to that? What in the hell happened in between?”

When the news from Lebruk first spread, people dismissed it as little more than wild rumor. 

It sounded absurd, too ridiculous to be true.

But Lebruk wasn’t some remote village. 

It was one of the kingdom’s largest cities, and there had been far too many witnesses for the story to simply fade away.

And when the truth became undeniable—that the Knights of Sarnos had been defeated, and worse, had disgraced themselves in the process—laughter echoed across the kingdom.

A scandal so profound, it was almost impressive.

“You useless trash! What are you waiting for? Assemble the army—now!!”

The Count of Sarnos, now the laughingstock of the entire realm, roared in fury and demanded an immediate march on Lebruk. 

But his retainers clung to him, begging him to reconsider.

“Y-You mustn’t, my lord!”

“These are the ones who crushed your knights. Even if you raise a new force, there’s no guarantee of victory.”

“If we lose again, the damage will be beyond repair!”

“Lose? Are you telling me that I, the Count of Sarnos, would lose to a single city!?”

The Count’s face burned red with rage. 

Normally, his men would have cowered before his wrath, but this time, they stood their ground.

And at last, the Count understood.

‘These bastards… they see me as nothing more than a toothless tiger.’

The defeat of the knight order in Lebruk hadn’t erased the Count’s strength. 

His garrisons remained stationed across the realm. 

His private soldiers still stood at the ready. 

Even the knight order, though diminished, still had survivors.

By all accounts, he was still one of the most powerful warlords in the kingdom.

But it no longer mattered.

His knights—the invincible, untouchable Knights of Sarnos—had fallen. 

Their reputation had been shattered.

Their fearsome name, reduced to ash.

What the House of Sarnos lost was not mere military strength.

It was their symbol—the unchallenged title of the kingdom’s strongest.

To put it in plain, modern terms:

—Who would fear a thug beaten bloody by a neighborhood security guard?

The House of Sarnos had ruled through fear and violence alone. 

And the moment their violence failed, their fall from power became inevitable.

“Enough talk! Ready the army! Now!”

The Count bellowed all the louder, sensing the collapse creeping closer. 

He couldn’t afford to show weakness, not here. 

Even if it meant burning through every soldier he had left, he needed to crush the traitors of Lebruk and prove that the House of Sarnos still ruled by strength.

Otherwise, he’d be left to rot, a relic of a bygone age, mocked and ignored until the end.

In the logic of power, at least, the Count’s instincts were sound.

If he had been the sole authority in the kingdom—if there had been no rivals, no opportunistic foes watching for weakness—he might have survived this disaster.

If only.

But the Count was not the kingdom’s only power.

And his enemies were anything but polite.

“M-My lord! The Redvell Marquisate is on the move! Their troops have begun gathering along the border!”

“What? On what grounds!?”

“They claim they’re purging a growing horde of monsters crossing the borders. They’ve even sent us a request for military cooperation.”

“Utter nonsense! I’ll appeal to His Majesty for arbitration at once—”

“His Majesty… has already encouraged us to assist them.”

“…Redvell. That damn serpent. That scheming beast, it was him all along…!”

The Count trembled.

He wasn’t worried about the Redvell family’s invasion. 

That wasn’t the cunning human’s style. 

Instead, the Marquis of Redvell would use excuses like this to ensure that the Count couldn’t move his army freely. 

By preventing immediate action, the Redvell family would let the Count’s house collapse on its own, losing both charisma and cohesion.

He knew.

He knew that devious method too well.

He knew it, but there was nothing he could do about it.

The Count slumped to the ground, his face pale. 

It felt like the world around him was growing dark.

The situation of the Count’s family was, once again, conveyed to Lebruk.


Those who had arrogantly flaunted their strength, daring others to come at them with trembling legs, unconsciously sighed in relief. 

Those who had been on edge gradually returned to their daily lives when nothing particularly troublesome occurred.

Among the commoners, some even argued that the nobles living on the upper-class street should have their heads chopped off. 

However, the voices supporting this idea weren’t very loud.

The anger of the citizens had been somewhat relieved due to Dauphin’s repeated crimes, and Dahlia, too, opposed any indiscriminate massacre.

From Lebruk’s perspective, this was good news.

Had the commoners rampaged, beheading all the nobles and wealthy citizens, the authorities from neighboring territories would have used all their power to stop them without question. 

But since they didn’t, there was room for compromise.

The first to resist were the knights, who tried to commit a massacre. 

However, it was clear that they had no intention of overthrowing the kingdom itself.

Among the nobles who had lived on the upper-class street, those with the most serious offenses left Lebruk with the remnants of the knights, while others, those who had no such issues, began mingling with the commoners while still being cautious in their conduct.

There were still those with grievances, and many problems remained, but at least the immediate danger had passed.

Because of this, Dahlia was able to leave her lodging for a brief personal time during the night.

“…Are you planning to leave?” she asked.

“Ah, a covert investigation, is it?” 

Dauphin asked with a playful smile.

It was a rather cheerful gesture for a thief caught trying to escape through a window in the middle of the night.

Then again, he had always been like this, Dahlia thought.

She watched him, noting that below his right shoulder, only the sleeve remained fluttering, while the rest of his arm was gone.

Realizing she was staring, Dauphin shrugged in jest.

“Don’t worry. For me, this is just a small injury.”

“If having no arm is minor, then what is considered major?”

She asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Well, of course, it would be my neck, wouldn’t it? In that sense, stopping the citizens’ rampage was a good thing. The flames of revolution are hot, but they can sometimes burn the one who starts them. I’m no revolutionary; I prefer staying as a rogue.”

“So, you’re going to leave now that the city is in chaos? Who’s going to clean up your mess?”

“A rogue challenges order and breaks it. Participating in restoring it isn’t my thing.”

Dahlia had heard that before.

Whether it was from him or someone else, she wasn’t sure… maybe the distinction didn’t matter anymore.

“You try it. The things you’ve always thought but couldn’t act on because reality blocked you, try to bring them to life,” Dauphin said with a gleam in his eye.

Dahlia pursed her lips, not even trying to hide her frustration.

“Did you come to me with that intention from the start?”

“The opportunity was accidental, but I won’t deny that I subtly steered it that way as time went on.”

“You’re a bad man. Playing with people’s hearts like that is pure evil.”

“Well, isn’t that what a rogue does? A good, diligent, and disciplined man could never be a rogue.”

She should be angry.

She knew that in her mind.

But for some reason, Dahlia felt laughter welling up inside her heart.

Was it because she had been swept up in Dauphin’s constant lightheartedness, or was it the full moon in the sky enchanting her?

“Yes, you’re bad, unreliable, and you love chaos more than order. Truly, a perfect rogue.”

But it was precisely because of that, he had managed to solve the city’s long-standing contradictions.

The grudges and pains that couldn’t be solved under the laws of order, he had fearlessly dug into them.

He had done what Dahlia couldn’t, and in the end, he had changed her, too.

“You told me to create order. You told me to fix what I thought was irrational. But I’m neither perfect nor smart.”

She would undoubtedly make many mistakes.

Perhaps the laws and order she changed, believing they were right, would lead to more suffering for others.

“I’m afraid of myself. I’m afraid of the power I have, and I’m afraid that what I think is right might be seen as arrogance by others. I fear… I fear becoming the ‘monster’ that my father and I both tried to deny.”

The order that had restrained her and shown her a clear path was no longer there.

When she took a wrong turn someday and someone pointed it out, could she honestly admit it?

Would she ignore the correction and stubbornly cling to what she believed was right?

“Don’t worry. If you ever stray from the path, I’ll come to punish you. If you haven’t, then I’ll just leave you with some well wishes.”

The words were firm, unwavering.

In the sincerity of Dauphin’s words, Dahlia’s eyes widened for a moment… before she lowered her head.

Without her usual mask to hide her face, she had to do something to conceal her expression.

“I’m the guard, and you’re the rogue.”

‘You, so free, so different from me, so completely opposite from everything I am.’

‘I truly envied you, I was jealous, and I loved you.’

‘I want to hold you by force, but that wouldn’t be right, would it?’

‘The you that I loved wouldn’t be the one who lost his freedom in my grasp.’

Suppressing her overflowing emotions and trembling voice, Dahlia raised her head.


And with a composed expression, she met his gaze.

The rogue spoke.

“Then, until we meet again, Guard Dahlia.”

The guard spoke.

“Someday, we’ll meet again. Rogue Dauphin.”



 
  Chapter 78: The Dauphin (22) – Dahlia’s Ideal


The atmosphere in the city was unsettled.

As a member of the city guard, the vice-captain of the 8th squad could feel it more keenly than anyone.

“…Not that it’s surprising.”

At present, Lebruk was, for all intents and purposes, a city without a ruler.

The upper echelons of power had either been rendered incapable or had fled, abandoning the city to its own devices. 

There was no one left to govern, no one to lead.

Some argued it hardly mattered—after all, the ruling class had done nothing but exploit the people, offering no real service to the city. 

And indeed, life for the citizens had continued on without much disruption. 

For now.

But it was only a matter of time.

A city of over a hundred thousand souls carried with it just as many voices. 

Without someone to mediate, to guide them, the collapse of the city was inevitable.

Even without looking so far ahead, there were already pressing concerns: taxes, diplomacy with neighboring territories—who would handle these matters?

Amidst the chaos, opportunists had begun to emerge, moving quietly through the cracks of power, eager to seize what had been left behind. 

And without fail, every one of them sought to win Dahlia over to their side.

Now that Dauphin had vanished without a trace, there was no one else in the city with as much public support as Dahlia.

‘But can our captain really handle politics?’

There was no doubt Dahlia was kind. 

No one questioned that. 

But that very honesty and uprightness—that unwavering sense of duty—made her predictable, even rigid.

If she remained bound to rules and regulations, acting only as a loyal city guard, those looking to exploit her would find it all too easy. 

The vice-captain and the rest of the squad would do what they could to prevent that, but the odds were not in their favor.

With a heavy sigh, the vice-captain recalled the day Dahlia had handed him a certain book. 

He had blinked at her in disbelief.

“Uh, Captain… I must’ve misheard you. Could you repeat that? What did you say this was?”

“The mana cultivation manual. Surely you know what that is?”

“Well, I know the concept, but…”

Mana was a matter of innate talent. 

Physical strength and swordsmanship could be honed through relentless effort, but mana—either you were born with it, or you weren’t. 

It was that simple.

Yet, this so-called mana cultivation manual claimed to change all of that. 

Even those born without talent could, through disciplined practice, acquire mana.

Of course, even if one succeeded in acquiring mana, natural talent would rear its head again, setting the true limits of one’s growth. 

But at the very least, it meant starting from the same line as everyone else.

That was precisely why such manuals were so rare and so valuable—closely guarded treasures of the nobility, monopolized with ruthless thoroughness. 

At least, in the Kingdom of Virca, no amount of wealth or connections could secure one.

And yet here Dahlia stood, holding one in her hands.

‘Where on earth did she get this? Could it be…’

“Stop looking at me like that. I wasn’t scammed, alright?” 

She said dryly.

“…Captain, are you reading minds now?”

“Even a halfwit could read your faces right now.”

The squad members, looking sheepish, averted their eyes, and Dahlia once again held the book out to them.

“Just give it a read. If someone can’t read, pair up with someone who can. The book’s written in plain, easy language, so it shouldn’t be too hard to follow. And if there’s anything you don’t understand, come ask me.”

It was suspicious, no doubt about that. 

But it was Dahlia, of all people, making the offer. 

Not a single squad member could bring themselves to refuse.

They read the book together, helping one another decipher the instructions. 

Tentatively, they began to apply the techniques in practice.

And then, about a week later—

“Huh? Wait—wait, it worked! It really worked!!”

One of the female guards leapt into the air, her voice bubbling over with excitement. 

She had awakened to mana.

As it happened, she was the very same guard who had once delivered the mysterious book to Dahlia while she was imprisoned.

The rest of the squad, having harbored their doubts until now, stared wide-eyed at her success.

That day, their skepticism evaporated, and training became their obsession.

Two weeks into the training, half the squad had awakened.

Within a month, even the vice-captain—whose progress had lagged behind—succeeded in harnessing mana.

It was an absurd pace.

By any normal standard, mana cultivation was said to require years of preparation, not mere weeks.

“Captain… how on earth… Where did you even get something like this…?”

Their joy was unmistakable, but beneath it lingered a tremor of unease.

A power they had once believed forever beyond their reach—now resting in the palm of their hands.

“It’s not as ‘simple’ as you think,” Dahlia corrected them, her voice steady.

“This cultivation method is primarily designed for physical reinforcement. The more you practice, the stronger your body becomes. The stronger your body, the more efficient your mana use. That’s the cycle. The reason you’re all progressing so fast is because you’ve already trained your bodies well.”

The 8th squad’s members were all upper second-tier fighters in their own right. 

They had every advantage—except for mana.

Given that foundation, it was no surprise they were advancing quickly. 

But for others, the same would not hold true.

In the end, cultivation was just another form of training. 

Like physical exercise, the moment you neglected it, your progress would decay.

“Make sure you master it,” Dahlia told them. 

“Before long, you’ll need to teach others.”

“…Captain, do you really intend to share this with people outside our squad?”

“The way things stand, the city guard can barely maintain order, let alone defend against outside threats. But this kind of training isn’t easy. Even so, I expect most volunteers will come from the guard.”

“But isn’t that too dangerous? Some might just learn the technique and run off. Or worse, misuse it. Shouldn’t we restrict it to people we can trust?”

People like us, the vice-captain almost said, those loyal to you.

But before he could speak, Dahlia shook her head.

“I’ll choose carefully, of course. But not based on loyalty to me. The real measure is whether they respect order, whether they fulfill their duties.”

Not knights who swore fealty to a lord, but a corps of people who served order and justice itself, dedicated to protecting the peace and safety of the innocent.

It was an idealistic, perhaps even naive, dream.

And perhaps one day, those very people would fall to greed and become oppressors themselves.


But Dahlia was willing to try.

Even if the path wasn’t perfect—even if the end was flawed—she would walk it, so long as she believed it was right.

And if the day ever came when she lost sight of herself, when she became just another corrupt tyrant—

A charming rogue would surely appear to steal her away, and punish her for her hubris.

***

Several months later, the story would continue.

“Your name was Dahlia, wasn’t it? Have you ever thought about working under me?”

The words, casually tossed out by a young lady from House Redvell, froze the air in the drawing room.

The representatives from House Lebruk were caught in an awkward dilemma — uncertain whether to display their outrage or their confusion. 

Meanwhile, the people from House Redvell could only sigh as if to say, ‘She’s done it again.’

Only three people in the room remained perfectly calm: Dahlia herself, the young lady from House Redvell, and her escort — a sky-haired mage.

Dahlia answered, her voice flat and indifferent.

“No, I haven’t.”

“Really? That’s a shame.”

And that was all.

The young lady from Redvell didn’t throw a tantrum about a mere commoner daring to reject her offer.

Nor did she show the slightest hint of displeasure at Dahlia’s indifferent response.

True to her word, she only looked mildly regretful.

That simple, unbothered reaction stirred something peculiar inside Dahlia.

‘Claudia Redvell… One of the key players in the political war currently shaking this kingdom’, she recalled.

Born between House Redvell and the royal family of Virca, Claudia was, in a sense, the bearer of the most noble bloodline in the entire realm.

Dahlia had refused even the simple request to show her face to the Redvell family, which led Claudia to cross into Lebruk territory herself — a gesture that, depending on how you looked at it, could almost be considered an invasion. 

Despite standing as Lebruk’s representative, Dahlia was still, at the end of the day, just a commoner. 

And yet, Claudia conversed with her as an equal, without condescension or pretension.

It was, in every sense of the word, extraordinary.

‘And the one beside her… Blanca, was it?’

Dahlia’s gaze shifted to the sky-haired adventurer.

There was a quiet sadness in those eyes, tempered by a strength born of enduring and overcoming that very sadness. 

Despite the rugged sword hanging at her hip, her slender frame gave the impression of fragility.

But Dahlia’s instincts warned her otherwise.

‘If we fought… I might win, but I wouldn’t bet on it.’

By sheer technical skill, Dahlia was likely ahead — at least for now.

And yet, Blanca exuded an unsettling presence, the kind that could make even seasoned warriors hesitate.

She carried the quiet, unassuming aura of a “giant killer.”

She wasn’t fully refined — more like someone still in the middle of a long, dangerous journey of growth.

‘Is this what the upper ranks of the Adventurer’s Guild are like?’

 Dahlia wondered.

‘If so, that guild might be far more terrifying than I ever imagined.’

Whether or not she realized Dahlia’s silent scrutiny, Blanca maintained her quiet composure — as if to say, ‘I’m just a temporary escort. Nothing more.’

Then Claudia casually threw out a new suggestion.

“Well, how about an alliance instead?”

Dahlia tilted her head slightly.

“An alliance? What exactly do you mean by that?”

“You’re trapped, aren’t you? Stuck in Sarnos’ sphere of influence. For now, the Count can’t make a move thanks to us keeping him in check. But once he falls, you can bet others will start circling like vultures. I can stop that from happening.”

She wasn’t wrong.

There were few, if any, fools reckless enough to challenge a domain under House Redvell’s protection.

Even now, there were plenty of small-time factions attempting to pressure Lebruk — through trade blockades, restricted passage, and other petty forms of interference.

But if House Redvell threw its weight behind them, even those nuisances might vanish.

Dahlia narrowed her eyes.

“So… are you saying you want to turn Lebruk into Redvell territory?”

“That’s one way to put it, sure.”

Claudia leaned in slightly.

“Frankly, this land is wasted as it is. Given the population, the location, and these vast, fertile fields, the only explanation for its current sorry state is sheer incompetence on the Count’s part. But you don’t want to work under me, do you?”

Her pink eyes locked directly onto Dahlia’s green ones.

“You seem to be struggling with more than just political pressure. Administrative issues too, right? I can help you with that. In exchange, all I ask is that you provide us with manpower and military support. The terms are written here — take a look.”

Claudia slid a document across the table.

Dahlia’s hands trembled slightly as she read through it.

“…Is this real?”

“What, does it seem too generous?”

Claudia chuckled.

“That’s normal. The first contract is always like this. After all, I don’t know yet whether you’ll send us dead weight or real talent. Once we see how your people perform, we can talk about adjusting the pay.”

Dahlia closed her mouth, suppressing the words threatening to slip out.

It wasn’t that the offer was too stingy — quite the opposite.

Compared to the conditions the Count of Sarnos offered his subordinates, Claudia’s terms were unbelievably generous.


House Redvell was known to be wealthier than the Count’s household, but even so, this level of disparity was hard to believe.

In the end, Dahlia asked for a day to consider the proposal.

After the council established for Lebruk’s governance approved the deal, Dahlia nodded in silent agreement to Claudia.

It would later be remembered as the first collaboration between three women who would go on to reshape the future of the Virca Kingdom.





 
  Chapetr 79: Crown Prince Alondre (5) – Human, Demon, Crown Prince


On the surface, he seemed impressive, but in truth, there was little substance beneath the charm.

That was the common verdict on Travers Brown, a merchant from the Kingdom of Ravellocia.

Blessed with striking looks and a silver tongue, Travers excelled at stirring people’s expectations and winning their favor. 

Such talents were undeniably useful for a merchant — but only up to a point.

The ability to recognize extraordinary goods or talent.

The instinct to read the flow of money and seize the right moment.

The courage to take risks, step into dangerous games, and emerge victorious.

All of these qualities had defined his grandfather and father, both of whom had been celebrated as some of the kingdom’s greatest merchants. 

But Travers had inherited almost none of them.

And it wasn’t as if there were another family member or a capable second-in-command waiting in the wings to take his place.

The Brown Trading Company had, for generations, relied on the skill of a single leader — a tradition that was less of a system and more of an unspoken rule.

For now, the company endured, sustained by its size and the deep foundations laid by those before him. 

But the writing was on the wall: time was not on their side. 

The longer things dragged on, the worse the situation would become.

It was during those days, when Travers writhed beneath the suffocating weight of anxious and expectant stares, that the mysterious voice first appeared in his dreams.

“You look troubled. Something weighing on your mind?”

No form revealed itself. 

Only a voice, distant and warm, drifting from beyond an endless abyss of darkness.

Perhaps he answered because he believed it was just a dream. 

Or perhaps the voice, so gentle and full of understanding, made it easy to unburden himself. 

Travers spoke, confessing the worries he had long bottled up. 

The voice listened without judgment.

When he awoke, the memory of the dream lingered, but there was no discomfort. 

In fact, it left him with an odd sense of relief — a lightness, as though a heavy weight had been lifted from his chest.

And that was when the strange occurrences began.

The criminal syndicate that had been exploiting a weakness in his company — blackmailing and bleeding them dry — crumbled from the inside, torn apart by internal conflict.

Relieved to see the troublemakers vanish, Travers drifted to sleep that night in rare good spirits.

And once again, the voice returned.

“—How was my help? Feeling a little less burdened?”

Still half-asleep, Travers murmured his reply.

Yes, it had helped. 

Thanks to the voice, the problem was solved.

The voice asked, sweet and casual,

“Really? Then… shall I help you a little more?”

In his hazy state, Travers nodded. 

There was no reason to refuse such a generous offer.

When he awoke, a faint unease pricked at the edge of his thoughts — but life soon swept him back into its busy rhythm, and the feeling was forgotten.

A few days later, another unexpected event occurred.

A craftsman, who had repeatedly turned down Travers’ pleas for a business deal, suddenly came to him of his own accord and offered a contract.

That night, the voice returned once more.

“Did you like the gift? I’m glad to see your worries easing.”

This time, Travers asked the question that had begun to gnaw at him.

“Who are you?”

“And why are you helping me?”

The voice replied, as smooth and light as ever.

“Does it really matter? What’s important isn’t who I am — it’s whether you still need my help.”

The voice teased, gentle and tempting:

“So, what do you say? Want me to help again?”

But this time, Travers shook his head.

A cold, instinctual dread warned him to refuse.

The voice only chuckled softly, showing no sign of offense.

“Well, if you ever need me again, just call for me before you sleep.”

Time passed.

And soon, Travers and the Brown Trading Company found themselves trapped in a fresh crisis.

A newly appointed official, exploiting his position, began demanding increasingly outrageous bribes in exchange for allowing commerce within his jurisdiction.

As the demands grew bolder and the situation more dire, so too did Travers’ despair.

In the end, he could no longer hold out.

Swallowing his pride, he called out once more to the voice in his dream.

“You’ve had a rough time, haven’t you? Hang in there — I’ll take care of it,” the voice whispered, soothing and kind.

Travers had worried that the voice might resent him for returning after having once refused its help.

But the voice showed no sign of anger — only compassion, and an unwavering willingness to lend its strength.

And just as before, the problem vanished as if it had never existed.

Without any action from Travers or his company, another victim of the corrupt official had stepped forward, reporting him and driving him from office.

And so the pattern continued.

Every time Travers asked for help, the voice would grant his request, as if it were the simplest thing in the world.

The more he relied on it, the weaker his own will to solve problems became.

Why struggle, why suffer, when all he had to do was ask?

Success followed success, and the Brown Trading Company began to thrive. 

His subordinates sang his praises, lauding him as a brilliant and capable leader.

And Travers… Travers was happy.

Until one night.

“I’m sorry, but it looks like I’ll be leaving soon. I won’t be able to help you anymore.”

The words sent a tremor through Travers’ heart, as if the ground beneath his feet had given way.

He pleaded, voice trembling.

Please — don’t abandon me. 

Don’t leave me.

The voice was silent for a long moment, as if in thought.

And then it asked:

“I can’t help you for free anymore. But… if you’re willing to pay the price, I’ll stay. Does that sound fair?”

Without hesitation, Travers nodded.

If he could hold onto this life, this happiness, this comfort — then he would pay any price.

The voice let out a soft, delighted laugh.

The darkness that had long concealed its form began to recede.


And from beyond the void, something stepped forward — something that only wore the shape of a person.

Jet-black hair, like midnight silk. 

Eyes gleaming red, like flawless rubies.

A daring, revealing outfit crafted from dark leather.

Membranous wings, curling horns, and a long, sinuous tail.

A demon — breathtakingly beautiful, and undeniably real.

Just looking at her face filled his chest with a dizzying ecstasy, and merely receiving her gaze sent violent tremors through his body.

“Traverse. Traverse Brown. Swear to me you’ll obey my every word. That you’ll do anything I wish. Can you promise me that?”

The demon’s voice no longer held the sweetness or gentleness it once had.

Her tone was steeped in arrogance, and she made no effort to hide her contempt — the way she looked down on Traverse, as if he were utterly beneath her.

And yet, Traverse could not, dared not, resist.


No — he couldn’t even summon the will to feel resentment.

The moment his eyes had laid upon the demon, his soul, already softened by the ‘gift’ she had bestowed, had crumbled entirely.

Now, as he knelt in submission and pledged unwavering loyalty, the demon — or rather, the Archdemon Lucidra — gazed down at him with a look of sheer boredom.

Whether before her sealing, or now after her resurrection, her opinion of humans remained unchanged: they were as dull and predictable as ever.

And so, with hardly any effort at all, she seized control of one of Ravellocia’s leading merchant guilds.


***


The Aizern Empire.

Golden cloud Palace.

“Hmm. The Kingdom of Ravellocia, is it? I’ve never been there myself, but from the stories I’ve heard, it sounds like a rather pleasant place.”

“Really? I thought it was smaller than Virca.”

“Size matters, but it’s not everything. Ravellocia, though small, is politically stable, with high standards of public safety and a solid educational system.”

Unlike the Kingdom of Virca — which, despite its abundant potential, had been squandered under the rule of inept kings — Ravellocia thrived under competent leadership, securing both peace and prosperity.

That, at least, was the impression the Crown Prince had of the country.

“So, what’s your plan for your next incarnation? Going to become the kingdom’s strongest knight and slay a dragon? Or perhaps a shadowy noble pulling the strings from behind the scenes? Maybe take up the mantle of a legendary assassin and sever the king’s head? I’ve laid enough groundwork to forge just about any identity you’d like, so go on — tell me.”

At Lucidra’s question, the Crown Prince replied calmly.

“You, my dear, seem far too intoxicated with dopamine. Not everything in life needs to be so dramatic and intense. Stirring up chaos wherever I go would only be a nuisance for those around me.”

Lucidra blinked, her mouth hanging slightly ajar.

For a moment, she couldn’t even form a reply. 

The absurdity of what she had just heard left her mind struggling to process the words.

Not everything needs to be exciting? 

Stirring up chaos is… inconsiderate?

It was as surreal as listening to a lion lecture on the virtues of a vegetarian diet.

While Lucidra remained frozen in disbelief, the Crown Prince continued in his usual, unbothered tone.

“Now and then, a person must pause to reflect on their own path. In that sense, I’ve been doing some soul-searching. I chose the path of an adventurer out of pure admiration. I became a butler because it offered a balance of duty and personal interest. But as a phantom thief… well, I think duty began to outweigh the joy.”

Had it not been for the fortunate encounter with Dahlia, a seedling hero, things might have turned out quite differently. 

Looking back, the Crown Prince couldn’t help but feel some regret over his time as ‘Dauphin.’

“So now, I think it’s time to return to basics. No more of this obligation nonsense. I intend to simply enjoy a peaceful, quiet life.”

His gaze drifted out the window.

“And Ravellocia seems like the perfect place for that. Unlike Virca, it’s not plagued with endless problems. Seems like a fine spot for some healing.”

Lucidra narrowed her eyes.

“Healing, huh? You’re not planning to raze the place to the ground while you’re at it?”

“You know me. I respect order and discipline, after all. Unless I choose a persona that deliberately rejects such things, I wouldn’t cause trouble for no reason.”

From Lucidra’s perspective, his words had all the credibility of a hurricane promising to sit quietly in the middle of a city without disturbing a soul.

But… watching such a spectacle unfold could be entertaining in its own right. 

Certainly more enjoyable than the endless, repetitive game of corrupting weak-willed humans.

Her eyes gleamed with subtle anticipation as she asked, “So? What sort of identity do you need this time?”

The Crown Prince answered without hesitation.

“Something that allows me to read at leisure. As a prince, most of my reading was always out of necessity. I’d like to pursue knowledge purely for curiosity’s sake this time.”

“A librarian, perhaps? Although you’d actually have to work.”

“Not a bad suggestion. Reading alone is satisfying, but sharing your thoughts with others — that’s another joy altogether. A profession that naturally involves meeting fellow readers would suit me well.”

He nodded thoughtfully, then as if a sudden idea had struck him, added:

“Could you look into the city of Aldridge for me?”

“Aldridge? Why? Do you know someone there?”

“One of my former magic tutors came from there. I’ve heard all kinds of stories about it, but I’d like to see it for myself.”

“Sure, I’ll check it out.”

Lucidra agreed without much thought. 


After all, it wasn’t going to be her doing the hard work.

“Have you settled on a name?”

“Yes. Ernest. I’ll adjust the surname to fit the local setting.”

And with that, the birth of a new identity was sealed:

Ernest, the librarian.



 
  Chapter 80: Ernst the Librarian – A top student at Aldridge Academy


Eris could barely remember the faces of her parents.

That was only natural — she had been an orphan.

But she had never felt any deep sorrow over the fact.

Though she had no parents, Eris was not alone. 

She had someone who filled that void — someone greater than parents could ever be: her master.

A living national treasure of Ravellocia.

One of the rare Sixth Circle Grand Mages on the entire continent.

People everywhere spoke his name with admiration, their voices full of reverence and awe. 

And whenever Eris heard them, her heart would swell with pride, as though she herself had been the one receiving the praise.

Among the many disciples her great master had, Eris stood out. 

Her skills were extraordinary, even in such elite company.

People whispered whenever they saw her.

A genius.

The hand-picked protégé of a Grand Mage.

And even her master would sometimes praise her, offering her quiet words.

“Well done. Keep at it, just like this.”

More than the loud flattery of outsiders, it was her master’s simple, earnest praise that filled her heart with true joy.

No matter how grueling her mana training became, no matter how challenging the knowledge she was made to master, a single word of warmth from her teacher was enough to endure it all.

But then one day, a change came into her life — brought by a messenger who visited her master.

The messenger had brought a proposal:

The Empire wanted to invite her master as a guest instructor, to teach a particular “student.”

Eris and the other disciples were dumbfounded.

There were so many people, both in their own country and abroad, who would have done anything just to be taken in as a disciple under their master — even bringing bribes piled high, begging to be accepted.

And yet this messenger, this imperial envoy, had the gall to suggest that their master should go to the student, as if the Grand Mage were some common tutor.

But what surprised them even more was her master’s reaction.

Without hesitation, he agreed.

The disciples were concerned, fearing their master was being coerced by the might of the Empire, a superpower that made Ravellocia look like a mere village in comparison.

Sensing their anxiety, the master simply smiled and dismissed their worries.

“I’m only going to visit an old friend in the Empire. He mentioned a certain crown prince who’s caught his interest — says teaching the boy is both joyful and tormenting, and I’m curious to see for myself whether that’s praise or lament.”

The Empire even offered a grand estate for the master and his disciples to stay in, but the master refused.

“It’s only a brief visit. There’s no need for all of us to go parading off together.”

And so, with a lighthearted air, the master climbed into the carriage prepared by the Empire, leaving Eris and the others behind to wait.

He returned three months later — far sooner than anyone had expected.

The disciples whispered among themselves.

‘That was too quick. There’s no way the prince could’ve learned much in so short a time. Probably didn’t even intend to. He just wanted to boast that he’d studied under our master, that’s all.’

Despite their questions, the master said nothing about what had happened in the Empire. 

But Eris noticed it right away — something was different.

His face, once full of calm and warmth, had grown dark and heavy. 

More and more often, she would catch him staring off into space, sighing quietly.

Even the royal court must have noticed.

Before long, the king’s trusted right hand — an old friend of her master — visited, bringing expensive liquor in tow.

It was only by chance that Eris overheard their conversation, and when she did, the reason for her master’s sorrow finally became clear.

“Was he truly that remarkable? For you to feel such regret?”

Her master, half-drunk — in a state Eris had never once seen him — let out a long, bitter sigh.

“Remarkable doesn’t even begin to describe him. That prince… he’s a genius of geniuses, the kind who could elevate the entire discipline of magic to new heights. No wonder my friend spoke with both pride and grief. He’s shackled, wasting his precious time on swordsmanship and imperial politics, when what he truly ought to be doing is devoting himself wholly to magic. How could I not call it a tragedy?”

It was the Imperial Crown Prince, after all.

Ignoring his other duties to focus solely on magic would have been impossible.

The master’s friend, trying to comfort him, said:

“Come now. You’ve already raised many fine students, haven’t you? That girl — what was her name again? Ah, Eris. You were so proud of her the last time we spoke.”

Hearing her name, Eris held her breath.

The thought of her master speaking so fondly of her when she wasn’t around made her heart flutter with joy.

But that joy was crushed the moment her master spoke his next words.

“It’s not enough.”

That gentle, thoughtful man would never have said such a thing if he were in his right mind. 

He would never have let it slip so carelessly, especially knowing a student might be listening nearby.

But despair and drink had dulled even a Grand Mage’s senses.

“Eris is an excellent child. Diligent, intelligent. Among all the students I’ve ever taught, her talents are the finest.”

And yet, he added, that was all.

“She shines among the ordinary. But the realm of true genius… is beyond her reach.”

His friend let out a small sigh.

“That seems a bit harsh for your star pupil, don’t you think? Didn’t you once call her the granddaughter you never had?”

“Loving her and overestimating her are two different things.”

“I just hope you never say such things to her face.”

“Even if you asked me to, I wouldn’t.”

Their conversation went on, but Eris heard no more of it.

She had barely managed to slip away without being noticed, biting back tears that threatened to overflow.

And that was the end of it.

Perhaps venting his frustrations over drinks had helped, because before long, her master’s gloomy expression lifted, returning to the calm and kind man he had always been. 

The other disciples, relieved, thought nothing more of it.

“Excellent work, Eris. You truly are my student.”

Her master was as affectionate as ever.

From the outside, no one would ever have guessed that he harbored even a flicker of disappointment.

But Eris, who had learned the truth, could no longer feel the same joy at his praise.

Not when the memory of that conversation still burned inside her.

Not when the words true genius haunted her like a curse.

It was a fire that refused to die.

A bitter flame of envy, smoldering in her chest.

It was foolish to expect those students — finally free from stifling homes and surrounded by peers for the first time — to do nothing but study diligently. 

That would’ve been an expectation far too generous for reality.

On the other hand, the commoner-born students, while fired up by anger at the entitled noble students who lazed about and still had the audacity to act superior, often promised themselves,
“I’ll succeed, even if only to spite them.”

And yet, most of those who managed to achieve outstanding grades found themselves quietly accumulating a deep resentment and hatred toward their own country’s nobility. 

From a national perspective, that was hardly an ideal outcome either.

“That’s all.”

In the end, regardless of the circumstances, it had nothing to do with her. 

Eris let her curiosity about the people around her wither away.

After all, it didn’t matter in the slightest to her what became of this flowerbed of an academy.

The only thing that mattered — the sole thing truly worth her attention — was the admission ticket to Skyborne Academy, something granted only to students who earned the highest marks here.

A place so influential that even full-fledged nations paled in comparison to its authority, Skyborne Academy was the most prestigious institution in all of Central Continent.


Only a rare handful of geniuses from the surrounding kingdoms were allowed to set foot in that hallowed place, and even then, they’d face relentless competition and conflict within its walls.

That was Eris’s true battlefield. The only place where she could prove her worth.

***

“Lady Eris, I heard the news! You scored full marks on every subject in the last exam, didn’t you? That’s incredible!”

A cheerful voice, accompanied by a bright smile, cut through her thoughts. 

One of her fellow students had come over to offer praise, seemingly oblivious to Eris’s inner world.

If she spoke her mind, Eris would have replied: ‘Yes, and meanwhile you scored below average on every subject except one. What does it feel like to flush your tuition fees down the drain?’

But unfortunately, the path to Skyborne Academy required more than just perfect grades. 

It required strong social connections too.

No matter how flawless her academic record was, if the instructors decided she lacked the ability to get along with her peers, her admission prospects would crumble on the spot.

So, Eris had no choice but to offer the polite lie expected of her.

“It was just luck, really. But I noticed your defensive spellwork has improved quite a bit, Miss Pirene.”

“All thanks to you, Lady Eris! If you hadn’t given me those tips last time, I would’ve been in trouble. My father’s lectures have been giving me such a headache, but this time, I think I managed to avoid them!”

‘Of course. How amusing.’

The girl’s defensive spells might have improved, but considering her other subjects were in complete disarray, her father’s restraint was bordering on saintly.

Then again, it wasn’t that surprising.

Most noble-born students had little genuine interest in refining their skills, be it in magic or swordsmanship. 

After all, nobles were taught to hire and command the talented, not to become the talent themselves.

Even Eris knew that if it weren’t for her status as the personal apprentice of the Archmage Delphinaris Wainhart, most noble students wouldn’t even consider speaking to her on equal footing.

‘Half a year until the graduation exam, huh? If only time would pass a little faster.’

For Eris, who had already learned advanced magic under a legendary mage, the material taught at this academy was little more than review.

Subjects like arithmetic, history, and general knowledge held some novelty, but she had long since finished the entire curriculum through endless cycles of self-study and revision.

She endured this place only by telling herself it was a final checkpoint — a prelude to the real test awaiting her at Skyborne Academy. 

But no matter how she framed it, deep down, it still felt like a waste of time.

***

“Oh, that reminds me, Lady Eris! Have you heard about the black building east of Aldridge?”

“You mean the ‘Sealed Hall’?”

“Yes, that’s the one! I heard the Brown Trading Company bought the building and the surrounding land. They opened it to the public just yesterday! It’s a library, apparently.”


“Hm.”

At that, a faint light flickered in Eris’s eyes.

For someone as driven by ambition and curiosity as she was, books were more than entertainment — they were tools to acquire new knowledge.

Having already devoured every book within the academy’s library, the thought of a fresh stockpile of reading material was enough to stir her interest.

‘…I should pay it a visit.’



 
  Chapter 81: Ernst the Librarian (2) – The Librarian of the Unopenable Coffin


East of Aldridge.

Even as she walked toward the so-called “Unopening Coffin,” Eris couldn’t help but wonder:

‘Why on earth would a merchant guild build something like a library?’

At least, from what Eris understood, a library wasn’t exactly a profitable venture.

Books, for starters, were expensive. 

Stocking enough of them to fill a proper library would require an enormous upfront investment, and once the shelves were full, the only real way to recoup the cost would be to charge an entrance fee.

Could they charge for lending?

‘Unlikely.’

Nobles, after all, would rather purchase books outright. 

To borrow them — and cheaply, at that — would be considered embarrassingly undignified. 

And as for the common folk? 

Most lacked the creditworthiness for such arrangements. 

Even if they didn’t steal the books outright, there was still the risk of loss or damage, and the odds of getting proper compensation in such cases were slim at best.

For that reason, in most countries, libraries were either attached to educational institutions or opened to the public as a gesture of goodwill by some wealthy noble or patron. 

They were certainly not the kind of venture a profit-driven guild would be expected to pursue.

The only somewhat reasonable explanation Eris could come up with was that the guild had built the library as a long-term investment in Aldridge Academy’s students — a move to foster future loyalty and business.

After all, as long as national policy didn’t shift, new students would continue to flood the academy, and sooner or later, just like Eris herself, they would find their way here.

Step.

Lost in thought, Eris soon arrived at her destination. 

She lifted her gaze to study the library’s exterior.

At least outwardly, nothing seemed to have changed.

Given that the guild had gone through the trouble of reopening the place, she’d expected renovations, some ostentatious flair — at the very least a bit of showmanship to draw people in. 

But the building stood wrapped in silence, unassuming and still.

Half skeptical, half curious, Eris stretched out her hand toward the door.

Contrary to the building’s ominous nickname — The Unopening Coffin — the door swung open with surprising ease.

And the sight that awaited her beyond the threshold drew a soft gasp from her lips.

Of all the places Eris had seen dedicated to books, the grandest had been the Royal Archives of Ravellocia, which she’d once visited alongside her mentor.

And yet, the ocean of books stretching before her now could rival even the royal collection.

No, if one set aside the regal decor and imposing atmosphere that came with royal architecture, the sheer number of volumes here seemed to eclipse even that prestigious archive.

Her eyes sparkled with excitement.

She had only intended to kill a bit of time, but with a collection this vast, there might even be some rare tomes on magic tucked away somewhere.

Eris was about to step toward the shelves when she froze, suddenly remembering she hadn’t paid an entrance fee.

Turning her head, she spotted a man seated behind the counter, engrossed in a book.

Golden curls framed his face, and a pair of glasses sat perched on his nose. 

He wore a suit — neat enough to show some semblance of formality, but too relaxed to suggest true discipline. 

His sharp jawline and sculpted features left little room to doubt his good looks, but his cold, indifferent eyes were enough to make anyone think twice about approaching.

It was the kind of face wholly unsuited for front desk work — especially in a place where interacting with people was a necessity.

The timid would likely hesitate, fumble, and slip away without a word.

But Eris was many things — meek was not one of them.

Squaring her shoulders, she strode confidently up to the counter and addressed him.

“I’d like to use the library.”

The man’s eyes flicked toward her.

For a brief moment, the weight of that gaze nearly pushed her a step backward, her legs instinctively bracing against the impulse.

It wasn’t the kind of look one would describe as “watching.”

No — it was more like being pierced.

“Are you looking for a specific book?” he asked, his tone polite but unmistakably detached.

Refusing to let herself be cowed by a mere librarian — even for an instant — Eris answered, her voice sharper than intended.

“I’d like to browse first. How much is the entrance fee?”

“One Central coin,” the man replied simply.

“…Is that per hour?”

“No. Once you enter, you may stay until you choose to leave. No additional charges.”

For a moment, Eris was speechless.

Because it was outrageously expensive?

No — quite the opposite.

‘All these books, and that’s all they charge?’

Even with the recent influx of cheap paper from the eastern continent, books were still far from affordable.

And here, the fee was equivalent to the price of a small loaf of bread in Aldridge — a pittance compared to the value of the knowledge sitting on these shelves.

It was suspiciously generous.

Still, it wasn’t her place as a guest to argue about the pricing.

With a slight frown, Eris reached into her leather coin pouch — a step above the common cloth ones — and handed over a single coin. 

The librarian accepted it with an air of indifference and began explaining the rules in the same even tone:

“Please refrain from making noise while inside. Eating is prohibited. Books may not be removed from the premises. If you finish with a book, do not reshelve it — bring it here to the counter. If you require assistance finding a title, feel free to ask.”

And with that, he lowered his head and returned to his reading, his interest in her vanishing as abruptly as it had surfaced.

Eris couldn’t help but let out a soft, dry chuckle.

Handsome looks, sharp intellect, the status of a grand mage’s apprentice — she was long used to being the center of attention.

But here, in front of this man’s cold indifference, she felt almost… refreshed.

It wasn’t a bad thing.

Being watched — worse, being targeted for idle flirtation — would have been the real headache.

Shrugging off the encounter, Eris turned away from the counter and began exploring the shelves, starting from the far end.

It didn’t take long for her to notice something.

‘The organization here is… meticulous.’

History, technology, literature, art, nature, languages, society, philosophy, religion, general works — everything was clearly categorized. 

Within each category, the books were arranged alphabetically by the Central dialect, making it easy to locate exactly what you were looking for.

Even the Royal Archives of Ravellocia had only bothered to protect their books from dust and moisture — this level of systematic order was unprecedented.

For someone like Eris, who loathed inefficiency, it was deeply satisfying.

‘Still… no magic section, huh?’

Not that it was surprising.

Ordinary books might be accessible to the average commoner, if only with some effort. 

But magical texts? 


Even nobles struggled to get their hands on those.

To find even one or two scattered throughout a library would be lucky, let alone enough to merit their own section.

As she wandered deeper into the library, scanning every row, something odd caught her attention.

In the far corner of the building, a space that — based on the layout — ought to hold a staircase to a second floor was instead sealed off by a heavy, reinforced door.

Logically, there was nothing too strange about that.

It could be a staff room, a storage area, or some other off-limits space — most establishments had areas where customers were not allowed.

And yet, Eris couldn’t seem to tear her eyes away from that door.

Something beyond it was calling to her.

Strictly speaking, it was the unidentified surge of magic power from the second floor that caught her attention.

And it wasn’t just one—there were several.

“Excuse me, could I ask something? What’s up there? Are there more books on the upper floor?”

At Eris’s question, the librarian lifted his head and answered calmly.

“Yes, there are books.”

“Then I’d like to go up.”

“That won’t be possible.”

The reply came without even a hint of hesitation, causing Eris’s eyes to narrow.

“And why not?”

“The books stored there are unclassified grimoires. We don’t want any accidents caused by exposing them to someone unprepared. Once we finish verifying them, they’ll be moved to the first floor.”

At the word grimoires, Eris’s gaze sharpened even further.

She had suspected as much, just from the lingering traces of magic in the air, but hearing the confirmation from the librarian himself made it much harder to stay still.

“If it’s a matter of being unfit to handle them, then there’s no problem. I’m a student of the Aldridge Academy.”

Aldridge Academy was an institution that accepted both nobles and commoners, but in practice, the students idly parading around the nearby streets were almost always young nobles.

Because of this, the public had come to associate the name Aldridge with nobility.

Normally, just that statement alone would be enough to shift the attitude of any ordinary librarian—

But not this one.

“I see. Even so, the answer is still no.”

Eris felt a crack form in her perfectly poised facade.

She quickly masked the irritation threatening to slip onto her face and forced her voice into something resembling politeness.

“Are you worried your superior at the Brown Company would have something to say about this? If that’s the case, go ahead and contact them. I’ll speak to them directly. You won’t have to take any responsibility.”

“This library may indeed be managed by the Brown Company, but the authority over everything inside has been entrusted to me. So contacting them won’t make much difference.”

Eris barely swallowed the words rising to her throat: Do you even know whose apprentice you’re talking to?

If the other party had been the type to fawn over her, perhaps she would have played that card, but the name Delphinaris—Archmage, Master of the Arcane—wasn’t something to be sold so cheaply over a minor squabble.

“If you truly have full authority here, then surely it’s within your power to let me upstairs. Of course, I’d be more than happy to show a little… appreciation for the favor.”

Eris pulled out her coin purse once more, this time placing it on the counter in plain view.

The librarian stared at the purse for a moment, then reached out and wrapped his fingers around it.

‘As expected’, Eris thought, letting out a faint, derisive snort.

But her satisfaction was short-lived.

The librarian placed the untouched purse right back on the counter.

“…Is it not enough?”

“That’s not the issue. But I do appreciate the glimpse into your determination.”

Then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, the librarian continued.

“How about this? Once a day, I’ll give you a problem. If you answer it correctly, I’ll hand you one book from the second floor. While books from this library are typically not allowed off the premises, any book you win from me may be borrowed, provided you return it.”

Eris glared at him, clearly displeased.

It wasn’t exactly the kind of deal she’d been hoping for.

But she wasn’t so crude as to force her way upstairs through violence, either.

“Fine. But if you’re planning to waste my time with some trick question, you’d better be prepared for the consequences.”

“Understood. I’ll choose a problem with a clear and definite answer.”

The librarian pulled out a sheet of paper and scribbled something onto it before sliding it across the desk toward her.

Eris accepted it with a bored expression, already imagining the kind of nonsense that would be written there.

If it were something like ‘Describe the author’s emotions upon writing this sentence’—the kind of question with no fixed answer—or something absurd like ‘What did I have for breakfast this morning?’, she was ready to walk away and lodge a very vocal complaint.

But the question was far from what she’d expected.

Q. The two magic circles drawn below differ in design but share the same effect. Identify their function and describe the difference between them.

Eris’s face cycled through a spectrum of emotions.

First, her brow furrowed in skepticism, as if questioning whether this was some kind of joke.

Next, her gaze grew sharp, drawn in by the legitimacy of the question.

Finally, she fell silent, her eyes fixed on the two intricate circles, studying them intently.

Five minutes passed.

“…They’re both heat magic circles. A uses magic as fuel to directly generate flames. B, on the other hand, converts magic into electricity, which is passed through a material, and the resistance generates heat. A is more efficient in terms of raw power, but B offers superior precision and stability in temperature control. Is that correct?”

“Correct.”

Hearing the librarian’s calm confirmation, Eris felt a strange mix of pride and suspicion.

Magic circles were notoriously fickle—changing the angle of a single line or the placement of a single rune could completely alter their effect. 

Yet the ones drawn on the paper were so precise that, with the right catalyst, they could be activated on the spot.

And this man had drawn them in mere moments, without even breaking a sweat?

“You… Who exactly are you?”

“My name is Ernst. I’m the librarian here.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Be that as it may, in this library, I am nothing more than a librarian.”

Without another word, he handed her the book he had just finished reading—no, more accurately, the book he had just now completed.

“What’s this?”

“It’s titled The Strange and Wondrous Adventures of Roland Gambison, a Sailor from Ariande — Stranded for 28 Years Alone on an Uninhabited Island Near the Dakyren River of the Kronsha Continent After His Crew Perished, Until His Miraculous Rescue by a Pirate Ship.”

“And why, exactly, are you giving me this ridiculous book?”

“You asked for a book from the second floor, didn’t you?”

Eris felt her mind momentarily go blank.

And then, the anger hit.

“That—That’s not what I meant! I wanted one of the grimoires from the second floor!”

“Be that as it may, the wager never specified which book. The word ‘grimoire’ wasn’t mentioned at all.”


The librarian’s voice remained as indifferent as ever.

“If you’d like a different book, feel free to return tomorrow. Oh, and incidentally—tomorrow’s question will be based on the very book you’re holding.”

The way he said it, laced with quiet mischief, made it clear he hadn’t forgotten her calling it ‘ridiculous.’

And yet, his expression remained perfectly cold and unreadable.

It was this sharp contrast that finally brought Eris to a single, unwavering conclusion:

‘This man. I absolutely, truly, despise him…!’



 
  Chapter 82: Ernst the Librarian (3) – Step by step


Eris’s criteria for judging the value of a book were simple and clear.

How practical was the knowledge written within its pages? 

That was the only thing that mattered.

Of course, knowledge related to magic sat at the top of her priorities, but even if the contents weren’t about magic, she wouldn’t shy away from a book so long as it offered something useful. 

On the other hand, if a book failed to meet her standards of practicality, she had no patience for it.

She could never understand the noble young ladies who giggled and swooned over romance novels, their minds blooming like gardens full of flowers. 

Nor could she hide her disgust at the noble boys, acting on instinct rather than reason, who obsessed over knightly tales and heroic epics.

It was all nonsense.

Such stories were pure fantasy, detached from reality, offering no improvement to her magical prowess nor any benefit to her life. 

At best, they served as casual conversation fodder among her peers — something Eris considered utterly worthless.

The only reason she maintained even a minimum level of civility with the other students at the academy was to preserve her standing as a top student and to secure her admission to Sky Academy. 

Beyond that, their opinions, tastes, and company meant nothing to her.

So there was no reason to force herself to read something she had no interest in, just to match their tastes.

And yet here she was.

“How did it come to this…?”

Back in her dorm room, Eris scowled down at the book the librarian had handed her.

An absurdly long-titled piece of nonsense — something about being stranded — the sort of book she wouldn’t even bother to read aloud, let alone willingly open.

It was the polar opposite of her usual reading material, the kind of thing she would never touch under normal circumstances.

But this time, she had no choice.

The librarian had made it clear: the next test would be based on this book’s contents.

Under any other circumstances, Eris would’ve snorted at the idea of taking instructions from a mere librarian. 

But this wasn’t one of those times.

There were multiple sources of magic on the library’s second floor that day. 

If I can get my hands on them…

When it came to magic, Eris’s ambition bordered on obsession. 

Lately, her skills had stagnated, the idle days at the academy doing her no favors. 

But now, a thread — a glimpse of a higher realm — dangled right in front of her.

She couldn’t afford to ignore it.

Of course, brute force had crossed her mind. 

But if word got out that her beloved master’s prized student had used violence to steal from a librarian, her master would be devastated.

No — even before that, the mere fact she’d tarnished her master’s name would be more than she could forgive herself for.

“…Sigh.”

Yes, this wasn’t a waste of time.

Just like any long journey requires many steps to reach the destination, this too was just a necessary process on the path to obtaining a magic tome.

If some archdemon were watching her now, they’d probably think, She’s making a lot of excuses just to read one book, but having finished her mental justification, Eris finally reached out and picked up the detestable volume.

Fortunately, memorization was one of her specialties.

She didn’t even need to understand the text — as long as she could store the letters and words directly in her memory, it wouldn’t take long at all.

“Thirty minutes will be enough.”

Three hours later…

“Hmm. All answers correct. Seems you read it thoroughly.”

“It was nothing.”

Eris lifted her chin, responding with a haughty air to the blond librarian’s comment.

“Compared to an advanced magic tome, this was child’s play. I didn’t even take ten minutes to finish it.”

“I see. Ah — wait, looking at this part again, it seems you got one answer slightly wrong. The section where the protagonist rescues their companion.”

“What? That can’t be right! I read that part over and over—”

Her voice faltered.

As her green eyes trembled ever so slightly, the librarian flipped through the returned book, calmly verifying the passage before giving a small nod.

“Ah, you were right after all. My apologies.”

Eris said nothing.

If the librarian had mocked her or flashed the faintest smirk, she could’ve at least gotten angry. 

But the man remained perfectly neutral, expressionless, simply going about his business. 

That, somehow, was even more frustrating.

Even though she’d received an apology, Eris felt a humiliating sense of defeat, her body subtly quivering with the sting of it.

Before the feeling had a chance to settle, the librarian casually retrieved two more books and held them out to her.

This time, a pair.

[An Inquiry into the Correlation Between Water-Element Magic and Ice-Element Magic]


[An Inquiry into the Correlation Between Water-Element Magic and Ice-Element Magic — Annotated Edition]

“…These aren’t magic tomes either,” she muttered, her face openly displaying her disappointment and frustration.

Magic-related books generally fell into three categories.

The first were Spellbooks — guides detailing how to perform specific spells. 

They explained the flow and handling of magic, the amount to inject at precise moments, and the expected results. 

Simply following the process step by step allowed even amateurs to cast spells.

Most self-taught sorcerers, often called “wild mages,” began their journeys with these, but Eris, who had studied formal, structured magic, didn’t consider such people true magicians.

It was like cooking from a recipe. 

Following a list of instructions didn’t make someone a chef.

The second were Theory Books, which analyzed and dissected the very essence of magic. 

Unlike spellbooks, which anyone could follow mechanically, theory books required deep understanding and critical thinking. 

But for any magician seeking true mastery, theory was indispensable.

In fact, among high-ranking mages — especially those of the fifth tier or higher — the overwhelming majority had learned through theory books, not simple spellbooks.

And then there were Magic Tomes.

These were in a class of their own. 

Magic tomes were imbued with power themselves, sometimes protected by preservation spells, sometimes able to teach new spells merely through reading, and sometimes acting as auxiliary tools that amplified the reader’s own magical ability.

Of all magic-related books, these were by far the most valuable.

Eris had been after these from the very beginning. 

If she could get her hands on a tome that enhanced her magical ability, it would be an unparalleled treasure. 

Even if it only turned out to be a spellbook or theory text, the fact it had been preserved by magic was enough to make it worth pursuing.

But what the librarian had handed her today was nothing more than a plain old theory book.

Useful, certainly. 

Important, yes.


But ever since realizing there were genuine magic tomes hidden on the library’s second floor, plain theory books could never satisfy her.

“True value often reveals itself only after reading,” the librarian said, as if seeing right through her thoughts.

Eris scowled slightly but turned the pages regardless, her fingers flipping through the dense lines with faint reluctance.

The text in [An Inquiry into the Correlation Between Water-Element Magic and Ice-Element Magic] was dense, dry, and unapologetically complex — exactly the kind of theory-heavy book Eris was used to.

Well… it’s not bad, actually.

It wasn’t written for ease of reading, but the information it contained was undeniably useful.

It would take some time to fully digest and make the knowledge her own, but once she did, her magical prowess would surely take another step forward.

Her frustration was nothing more than a symptom of her own fixation on magic tomes. 

Had she encountered this book under any other circumstances, she would’ve been thrilled to study it.

Satisfied, at least for the moment, she closed the book and reached for the second volume — the annotated edition.

She had collapsed.

Compared to the original edition, which exuded an air of age and wear, this copy looked remarkably new, as if it had just been printed.


But Eris didn’t expect much from this version.

She had learned the hard way that, in most cases, attempts to simplify complex original texts often led to their content being distorted, if not outright ruined.


Some interpretations were so poor that it would’ve been better not to read them at all.

Still, thinking she might as well see how bad it was, she began flipping through the pages.

Flip.

She turned another page.

Flip.

And another.

Flip.

As the pages continued to turn, Eris’s expression slowly sank into one of dazed disbelief.


Before she realized it, her lips parted and her thoughts slipped out in a quiet murmur.

“…What is this?”

The commentary books Eris had encountered before were usually little more than footnotes to the original text.


But this—this was different.

Not only did it carefully rephrase the original for better understanding, it even filled in the gaps—sections the original glossed over or omitted entirely.


It was as if a professor had taken a student’s clumsy thesis and rewritten it, adding richer knowledge and clearer language.

Her curiosity spiked, and she hurriedly searched for the author’s name.


The original had been penned by a fifth-tier mage, a name that had survived the past few centuries.

But this book?

The space for the author was left blank.

“What would you like to do? Shall I replace the book for you?”

The librarian’s voice was dry, flat, and entirely indifferent, as if the changing emotions on Eris’s face didn’t interest him in the slightest.

Eris furrowed her brows for a moment, biting back frustration, then gave her answer, her tone sharp.

“No. I’ll take this one. But… are there more ‘like this’ upstairs?”

“That, I couldn’t say without checking,” the librarian replied, unfazed.


“If you’d prefer versions with commentary, I can try to gather more for you.”

But then he added, almost as an afterthought:

“Of course, that’s assuming you solve the quiz.”

“…Is the next quiz going to be from these two books?”

Eris asked warily.

“No. It will be from this one.”

With that, the librarian placed another book in front of her.

It was yet another impractical novel—far from her tastes.

Eris’s expression twisted in visible disapproval.

“What exactly do you gain by forcing me to read this useless nonsense?”

“Do you not know?”

The librarian’s lips curved, almost lazily.


“Good books aren’t just for your own enjoyment. They possess a certain magic—a charm that makes you want to share them with others. I’m simply intoxicated by that magic.”

“You might enjoy them, but I don’t. I don’t see the fun in forcing someone to read what they hate.”

“Then don’t read it.”

His nonchalant response, as if he couldn’t care less, made Eris clench her fists.


It stung—deeply.

But as much as she hated to admit it, the one at a disadvantage right now was her.

She snatched the book from his hand, glaring at him like she was ready to tear him apart.

“You’d better offer a worthy reward when this is over. Or you’ll regret it, you insufferable librarian.”

The librarian said nothing.


But the way his lips subtly curled upward—it wasn’t quite a smile.

It was too calculated, too wicked.


The sight of it sent Eris’s dwindling opinion of him crashing straight through the floor.

Suppressing her irritation, she turned and left the library.

“Eris, are you all right? You look a little tired.”

The voice came from a fellow student.

Eris, wearing her usual graceful smile, replied without missing a beat.

“Thank you for your concern. I got a bit carried away with a new book, and time just slipped away.”

“Oh! Another theoretical text? You’re amazing. I get a headache just looking at the basic textbooks for class.”

“Well, yes, something like that.”

Eris smiled softly, her expression the picture of composure.


But beneath the surface, a prickle of guilt stirred.

She’d spent the entire night engrossed in a novel, not a theory book.



That was a secret she intended to take to the grave.

It wasn’t like she read it for fun.

She had a purpose—purely academic.


If anyone misunderstood, it would only lead to awkward questions.

That’s all it was.

At least, that’s what she told herself.




 
  Chapter 83: Ernst the Librarian (4) – The consequences of ignoring advice


To clear up any misunderstanding right from the start: it wasn’t as though Eris was neglecting her studies entirely, doing nothing but lazing around.

Her desire to become a great mage was genuine, and there wasn’t a trace of falsehood in her eagerness to explore new theoretical texts.

It’s just that Eris had a particular habit — she preferred to get annoying and tedious tasks out of the way first.

When it came to meals, she’d start with the food she liked the least, saving her favorites for last. 

And when it came to homework, she never procrastinated until the deadline loomed; the moment she received an assignment, she’d finish it on the spot.

So, from Eris’s perspective, reading the book handed to her by that ill-tempered librarian was no different from completing an assignment. 

She’d simply prioritized it over everything else — it wasn’t as if she disliked studying and had picked up a novel first, or anything of the sort.

…Well, she had intended to stop at a reasonable point and continue the next day, but before she knew it, she’d read all the way to the end. 

In hindsight, it had been a miscalculation. 

Still, since it ended up saving her time, there was no real harm done.

It was lunchtime.

Still fighting off the drowsiness caused by too little sleep and the mind-numbing lectures, Eris sipped her coffee. 

Around her, the noble young ladies seated at the same table were chattering away.

“By the way, did you hear? Apparently, there’s a weirdo over at the Rowton Training Institute.”

“A weirdo?”

“He’s the adopted son of Count Grimlune. Supposedly his theoretical studies are absolutely terrible, but no one can match him in the practical classes. There’s even a rumor he’ll be one of the representatives at the upcoming exchange competition.”

In the Kingdom of Ravellocia, there were currently four training institutes.

These institutes held exchange events at regular intervals to foster goodwill, but — as was always the case with such gatherings — competition and comparison between the schools were unavoidable.

The highlight of these events was the mock battles, where each institute’s top students would compete against one another. 

The audience included not only members of the royal family but also scouts from Skyward Academy. 

Because of that, students with ambition worked themselves to the bone to be chosen as representatives.

Of course, this wasn’t something that had much to do with Eris.

Her abilities were so far above the rest that it was hard to imagine anyone else representing Aldridge Training Institute in her place. 

In fact, during the last exchange event, she had thoroughly crushed the other schools’ champions with overwhelming ease.

“What do you think, Lady Eris?”

What do I think? 

The mere act of comparing me to a student from such a third-rate institution is frankly insulting.

“You’ll win again this time too, won’t you? Right?”

Of course I’ll win. 

What kind of question is that?

“Our institute can’t afford to lose to the others! I want to be able to brag to my parents!”

Even if Aldridge wins, it’ll be because I’m exceptional, not you. 

What on earth do you have to brag about?

Though her inner thoughts were laced with biting sarcasm, Eris kept her expression composed and answered in a calm, graceful tone.

“Thank you for your faith in me. Of course, the world of magic is full of surprises, so overconfidence would be unwise — but I’ll do my best.”

Her words, poised and humble, sent the young noblewomen into a flurry of delighted squeals, like a flock of birds nesting together.

Maintaining her well-practiced smile, Eris sighed inwardly.

It wasn’t physical fatigue but a more draining sort of exhaustion.

Wasting her time and energy on such trivialities — honestly, even reading the novel that librarian had handed her would have been a more productive use of time.

…No. 

What a ridiculous thought.

She chased away the wandering notion, blaming her lingering drowsiness, and reached for her coffee, deciding another cup might help clear her head.

Three days had passed since she’d received the theory book. 

When Eris returned to the library, no one was more surprised by that fact than she herself.

To think it only took me three days to fully read and master an entire theoretical volume.

She recalled how, in the past, a book of comparable difficulty had taken her nearly three weeks of struggle. 

The difference was staggering.

The fact that this edition was a more accessible, annotated translation had certainly played a role, but even so, the improvement was remarkable.

Not to mention the existence of the yet-unclaimed grimoires… 

Discovering this library had been, in every sense, an extraordinary stroke of luck.

If only it weren’t for that sharp-tongued librarian, sitting behind the counter and reading his own book, completely indifferent to customers, it would’ve been perfect.

“Ahem.”

Clearing her throat to announce her presence, Eris finally earned a glance from the librarian. 

His gaze, sharp as ever, met hers, and she let out a small grumble.

“…Do you even understand the concept of customer service?”

The librarian gave a casual shrug.

“It would be unreasonable to expect every person in a profession to embody perfection. Sometimes, the world needs a slightly defective librarian, don’t you think?”

Was that supposed to be a joke?

Eris narrowed her eyes at him, searching for any hint of emotion, but his face remained as expressionless as ever. 

Eventually, she gave up, shaking her head as she handed over the stack of books.

The original theory book. 

Its annotated edition. 

And one utterly pointless — though mildly entertaining — novel.

“It’d be nice if the next book you give me was a grimoire.”

“Unfortunately, I can’t promise that.”

“Isn’t it a librarian’s job to track down the books their patrons request?”

“If it’s on the first floor, perhaps. The ones on the second floor, though… those are closer to non-circulating items.”

No matter what she said, he always had a comeback.

Letting out another sigh, Eris extended her hand.

“Fine. Just give me the next question.”

“As you wish.”

The librarian pulled a sheet of paper from the drawer and handed it to her.

In the story, the protagonist, Ralph, lures a ravenous ogre away from the village and toward the cottage of a kind elderly couple. 

Thanks to Ralph’s actions, the village is saved, and the people hail him as a hero. 

However, Ralph himself is tormented by guilt.

What do you think of Ralph’s decision?

Eris studied the question carefully, then raised her head with a frown.

“Wait, hold on. There’s no clear right answer to this.”

“That’s perfectly fine,” the librarian replied smoothly. 


“For questions like this, as long as you write something, anything, you’ll receive credit.”

“Are you serious?”

“Why would I lie about something like that?”

Eris fixed him with a long, scrutinizing stare, but his infuriatingly blank face revealed nothing.

She hesitated. 

On the surface, this was an absurdly easy question. 

Technically, she could write a single word and still pass.

But.

In the end, the one who delivers the reward is this man.

Judging by past experience, even if she were to take the easy way out, the librarian would still honor their agreement. 

But he’d likely hand over some worthless trinket from the second floor, something of no value to her. 

That wouldn’t violate the rules, after all.

If she wanted a proper reward, the best course was to answer the question sincerely.

“Hm…”

Eris found herself hesitating, unable to speak.

If it were a question asking for a specific fact from the text, it would’ve been easy. 

All she’d need to do was recall the relevant information.

But being asked for her personal opinion… that was a different matter. 

There was no clear standard to follow.

…No, this is all for the sake of the grimoires.

A rare chance to further her abilities was right in front of her. 

What did a little embarrassment matter in comparison?

Forcing herself to appear nonchalant, Eris finally opened her mouth to answer.

“I think the protagonist was incredibly foolish.”

“Oh? And why is that?”

“If the protagonist hadn’t made that choice, the ogre would have headed straight for the village. The casualties would’ve been enormous. There’s no comparison between the lives of two old people and an entire village. The protagonist did the right thing.”

“If that’s the only reason, wouldn’t that make him wise, not foolish?”

“No, he’s still foolish,” Eris declared flatly.

“Even though he was tormented by guilt, the protagonist did nothing. He never visited the old couple’s family to offer compensation, never even built them a grave. He was so afraid of his own deeds being exposed, he pretended it never happened. Instead, he drowned himself in alcohol every night, forcing himself to sleep. Tell me, does that sound like someone who truly believes in what he did?”

If he believed what he did was right, then he should have lived with pride and held his head high.

If he believed it was wrong, then he should have done whatever it took to atone for it.

But to do neither — to wallow in that vague, spineless in-between — Eris judged that the height of true foolishness.

“I see.”

The librarian gave a slow nod.

Eris tilted her head. 

“Do you agree with me?”

“No, not at all. In fact, if the protagonist had acted proud, calling himself a hero after what he’d done, I would’ve found him despicable. But precisely because he didn’t — that makes it interesting. Comparing different opinions is always a pleasure.”

The librarian’s expression, as ever, was calm and unreadable. 

But there was something about his gaze — softer than usual, perhaps.

“Here. Your reward for today, and the next set of study material.”

With that, he placed five books in front of Eris.

Two theory books, their corresponding explanatory volume, and one novel.

“That’s quite a stack, isn’t it?”

“You’ve been taking this seriously, so it’s only fair you receive a proper reward.”

“Tch. At least you understand that much.”

Despite the scoff, Eris couldn’t quite suppress the small swell of pride in her chest.

It was the same satisfaction she used to feel when she managed to solve an especially difficult problem set by her old master — that rare, hard-earned sense of accomplishment.

…No. No, don’t get carried away. 

This whole situation is absurd to begin with.

Snapping herself out of the moment, Eris glared sharply at the librarian, as if trying to remind herself of reality. 

It was the kind of glare sharp enough to make her fellow students tremble, wondering what mistake they’d made.

But the librarian, as always, remained utterly unaffected.

“Ah, and one more thing — I recommend saving the novel for last. It’ll be less distracting for your studies that way.”

She wanted to wipe that shameless, smooth-talking expression right off his face, but instead, Eris turned on her heel and left the library without a word.

From behind, his voice floated after her, unbearably smug.

“I look forward to your next visit.”

That night.

“…If only there were something wrong with these books, I’d have an excuse to complain.”

Leafing through the volumes, Eris muttered under her breath.

The theory books were well beyond the curriculum of any low-tier academy, brimming with advanced concepts. 

The explanatory volume broke those difficult ideas down so clearly, it felt as though the knowledge was being poured directly into her mind.

It was like the difference between trying to chew raw, unground wheat and having it baked into a soft, perfect cake.

She had seen real grimoires a few times back when she lived with her master, but honestly — this explanatory text might be more valuable than most mediocre grimoires.

Part of her wanted to dive into the theory books immediately, but instead, Eris pushed them aside and reached for the novel resting quietly in the corner.

“‘You should save the novel for last, since it’ll distract you from your studies,’ huh? Tch.”

What a cheap, pathetic attempt at reverse psychology.

She snorted to herself.

The last time she’d borrowed a novel, she’d read it first too — and aside from losing a little sleep that night, it hadn’t affected her studies one bit.

What kind of book could shake her enough to mess up her routine?

Brimming with confidence, Eris flipped open to the first page.

A detective, wearing his signature hunting cap, wrapped in a long coat, a pipe perched between his lips.

At his side, the ever-loyal companion, the trusty friend.

And then — the rival. 

Exuding charisma as sharp and cold as the edge of a blade.


The protagonist faced his nemesis head-on, and together they tumbled into the roaring waterfall.

[ To be continued in the next volume. ]

Eris sat in silence.

A long, long silence.





 
  Chapter 84: Ernst the Librarian (5) – Two out of four


Eris clutched her head, letting out a silent scream.

‘So what happens next!?’

She wanted to read the next volume.

She needed to know what happened next — the sooner, the better.

But the reason Eris was reading these novels wasn’t for leisure. 

It was all part of passing that sharp-eyed librarian’s “test,” a test she had to clear if she wanted access to the real prize: books on magic.

She hadn’t even finished absorbing all the theory from the current textbook yet, and returning it early just to get the next trial novel would be putting the cart before the horse.

‘If only I could know whether he lives or dies, at least! Then I wouldn’t be this distracted!’

That librarian had a strange fondness for making her read novels, so maybe, just maybe, if she asked for the next volume directly, he’d hand it over without much fuss.

But Eris couldn’t bring herself to do it.

She already knew, all too well, what his response would be.

“Ah, so that’s why I suggested you finish it last. Well, I suppose there’s no helping it. Here you go — the next volume. I sincerely hope you’ll follow the proper order this time.”

Clench.

Her teeth ground together before she could stop herself.

Just picturing Ernst — that insufferable librarian — speaking so coolly, as if it were nothing, hiding his mocking tone behind that blank expression of his, sent her blood boiling.

“Like I’d let a cheap trick like this beat me!”

With fire in her eyes, Eris reached for the stack of theory books. 

First, she had to master them all.

Only then could she claim the next volume from Ernst — fair and square.

If the Eris from before her entanglement with the library had seen herself now, she’d probably have dragged her away, demanding to know what the hell had gotten into her. 

Unfortunately, Eris didn’t have the power to communicate with past versions of herself.

There was only one thing to cut down: sleep.

And so, Eris burned through the night.

“Done… finally!”

***

Three days later.

A shiver of accomplishment ran down her spine as she stood, having conquered every last theory book in her pile.

For an ordinary student at the academy, a single book could take half a year, and even for someone like her, at least a month. 

But now she’d powered through two volumes in mere days — a near-superhuman pace.

Of course, the annotated editions had helped, but it was her own relentless determination that made the impossible possible.

As luck would have it, the academy was on break today.

Without hesitation, Eris marched into the library, head held high.

“Librarian, I’m here to—”

She had meant to demand the next book, as usual, but stopped mid-sentence.

“Thank you so much, Librarian! The book you recommended last time — I really enjoyed it!”

“I’m glad it suited your tastes. Would you like me to recommend another right away?”

“No, I actually came to give you this. Please accept it.”

“Oh, cookies. They do look delicious. Eating is prohibited in the library, but I’ll enjoy them once my shift ends. Thank you.”

“Oh, it’s nothing!”

The girl beamed, her smile bright enough to feel out of place against the librarian’s calm, almost mechanical gratitude.

Eris stood frozen, struck by the surrealness of the scene.

Right. 

This was a public library, wasn’t it?

She’d gotten so used to being the only visitor that she had nearly forgotten. 

It wasn’t her private space, after all.

A perfectly ordinary, perfectly reasonable fact.

And yet.

Something about the sight left her feeling… unsettled.

Frowning slightly, still trying to puzzle out the odd emotion prickling at her chest, Eris watched the girl leave. 

Only after the door clicked shut did she finally approach the librarian.

“Returning these. And I’m here for the next book.”

Even Eris herself was surprised at the cold sharpness in her voice, but the librarian remained unmoved.

“Welcome back. Did you enjoy the book?”

A flare of emotion rose in her chest, but she forced it down and answered with practiced indifference.

“It wasn’t bad.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“Do you not understand what ‘not bad’ actually means?”

“‘Not bad’ means precisely that — not bad. Was there some hidden meaning I missed?”

“…”

She had no comeback for that.

It was always the same with him. 

Whenever she stood at this desk, he somehow managed to knock her off balance.

With a small sigh, she handed over the returned books. 

As usual, the librarian slid a new test paper toward her. 

One glance at the question made her eyebrow twitch.

[Are there any aspects of the protagonist’s personality, behavior, or hobbies you believe should be corrected? If so, please explain why.]

A smirk tugged at her lips. 

She’d intended to vent her irritation through the pen, but the moment she tried, her hand wouldn’t move.

The detective protagonist was hardly flawless. 

In fact, he had a laundry list of flaws.

But if you stripped those away, would he still have that strange charm? 

That sharp, untamed personality?

No. 

It would all disappear, leaving a flat, lifeless shadow.

In the end, the only thing she managed to write was a single line:

[He shouldn’t have died there. If he’s alive, I’ll forgive him.]

When she submitted the paper, the librarian nodded, slowly and thoughtfully, as if deeply satisfied.

The sight made her cheeks flush with an emotion she couldn’t name, so she snapped at him to cover it.

“Hurry up and give me the next one.”


“Understood.”

Without another word, the librarian handed her two books.

One was clearly the sequel she’d been waiting for.

The other… radiated a faint, unmistakable magical aura.

“A grimoire!”

Eyes wide, Eris flipped the book open — and immediately froze.

Nearly two-thirds of the pages were already dead, their surfaces gray and brittle. 

Only a portion remained, the characters on them glowing faintly blue.

The moment her eyes focused on the glowing script, the letters dimmed and turned gray, and the magic they had once held flowed directly into her.

Fatigue, built up from sleepless nights, vanished in an instant. 

Her limbs grew light, her mind sharp.

It dawned on her.

“This is a recovery-type grimoire. The more you read, the more the magic heals the reader.”

Unlike the theory books, which held knowledge but no power, this book was the opposite — it held no knowledge, only self-depleting magic.

Eris’s heart raced with excitement… then quickly cooled with resignation.

“It’s a consumable. The more I use it, the less value it has. I can’t borrow something like this.”

Borrowing meant damaging it. 

Leaving it untouched made borrowing meaningless. 

Unless ownership transferred, using up its magic would be plain theft.

But the librarian, as always, spoke with perfect calm.

“You’re welcome to use it all.”

“…Are you serious?”

“I told you, didn’t I? I have authority over every book in this library. Some of the ones stored on the second floor aren’t even worth displaying. Giving one away won’t cause any trouble.”

“You…”

For a brief moment, Eris was genuinely touched.

She’d thought of him as nothing more than a cold, sharp-tongued miser, but this unexpected generosity threw her off.

“Fine. If you’re offering, I won’t turn it down. But I promise you this — once I become a great mage, I’ll repay the favor.”

“I appreciate the sentiment. But I’d advise against making promises so lightly. You might change your mind as soon as tonight.”

“Do I look like the kind of girl who breaks her word? I’m not that fickle.”

With her usual bravado, she accepted the books and left the library, heading straight back to her dorm.

Of course, what she really wanted was to dive into the next volume of the novel — but her mind was too foggy, worn out from exhaustion.

And it felt like a waste to use a precious recovery grimoire just to stay awake and read fiction.

‘A short nap won’t hurt.’

This time, there was no need to study or cram. 

A few hours of sleep would do her good.

Once rested, she could tackle the book properly — both to enjoy it and to prepare for the librarian’s inevitable next test.

With that thought, Eris let herself drift into sleep.

And, precisely that night…

***

“—What!? It’s not the sequel to the waterfall scene!? It’s a flashback!?”

“So, what happens after that? Did the protagonist die, or are they still alive?”

As questions swirled in her mind, Eris continued flipping through the pages of the book. 

The questions remained unanswered, but the strange thing was, it only added to her torment that the story was so captivating.

The library was silent, the absence of people creating an eerie stillness. 

Beneath the bright light, Ernst, who had been quietly reading, closed his book and stretched. 

As he did, a beautiful woman with jet-black hair appeared from the shadows of his figure.

Lucidra, the great demon, observed Ernst as he twisted his neck, her expression filled with a subtle, almost bemused air. 

It was the same emotion one might feel when seeing someone deliberately rub sticks together to start a fire when they have perfectly good matches.

“But, hey, what’s with that?” 

Lucidra asked, breaking the silence.

“Suddenly, what are you talking about, Patron?” 

Ernst responded, his voice calm.

“Patron?” 

Lucidra repeated with a smirk.

“I work for Brown & Co., and you’re one of their major stakeholders, so I can call you a Patron.”

Lucidra blinked at this. 

She had the impulse to ask if he hadn’t been the one giving all the orders, but then quickly let it go. 

Following the Prince’s example, the role within a story and the actor playing it, or the character in a TRPG and the player behind it, are entirely separate.

In other words, pointing out to the librarian Ernst that “you’re actually the prince” would be meaningless.

“Alright, I’ll accept you calling me Patron. But really, it doesn’t even take you a few minutes to read a book, does it? Why are you holding the same one for over an hour?”

Lucidra’s question was met with a response from Ernst.

“Imagine two people eating the same meal. A eats quickly, not caring about the taste or the experience, just eager to move on to the next task. B, on the other hand, takes their time, savoring each dish. A might have saved time, but B certainly enjoyed the food.”

Just because something can be done quickly doesn’t mean it’s always the best course of action.

Especially when it comes to something that ties into life’s pleasures, like hobbies.

Being a demon well-versed in desire, Lucidra understood his words immediately.

“So, is ‘that’ thing you’re doing now a leisurely investment for your hobby?”

Although the library had closed, the day was far from over. 

It was just past dinner time, and if Ernst wanted to, he could still read a few more books. 

But instead of picking up another book, he grabbed some paper and a pen, beginning to write something with incredible speed. 

His movements were so swift, it was hard to believe this was the same person who had been leisurely turning pages moments ago.

Normally, ink takes some time to dry, but the words he wrote dried perfectly in less than a second. 

The papers he had filled were stacked neatly, as if an invisible hand had tidied them up. 

When he finished compiling the material and put the cover on, a book was completed, all by magic.

If people from the central continent, where printing and binding technology was not well-developed, saw this, they’d probably shout in disbelief.

Lucidra, in disbelief, spoke up.

“You’re going to switch careers to writing soon, aren’t you?”

“It’s an interesting assumption, but I think it would be difficult. What I do right now is simply translate the original material into an appropriate language and adapt it to fit local needs. It’s not exactly creation. As for you, Patron, you seem to have quite an interest in distribution.”

In truth, Ernst had never put his own name on any of the books. 

He made them partly to tease Eris and partly to share his thoughts on the work, but he never considered them as his own creations.

When Lucidra asked who the “original” material belonged to, Ernst said the Prince would know. 

The Prince, with a completely nonchalant attitude, had mentioned something about a past life. 

Of course, Lucidra didn’t take it seriously. 

The story didn’t align with what she knew, and if the Prince’s claim was true, then this person was a monster who could remember and rewrite every book from his previous life, down to the last letter.

Such a power would be human, but utterly lacking in humanity.

Snorting quietly, Lucidra reached out to grab the book that Ernst had just finished. 

She read it with a relaxed posture, almost as if she were reclining on an invisible sofa.

“…I’ve been thinking about this before. Isn’t it a bit too much to end the first book of a series with the protagonist falling off a waterfall, only to take the next book through their past, slowly building up from there?”

Lucidra had already read the series from the first book, where she could dive straight into the revival scene, minimizing the shock. 

But Eris, on the other hand, would probably be shivering at the book’s conclusion by now.

At Lucidra’s words, Ernst answered calmly.

“That’s why I tweaked the order a bit. Makes you more curious about what happens next, doesn’t it?”

“You’re a demon disguised as a human, aren’t you? My senior, no less.”

“I’m a perfectly legitimate human.”

Though it seemed highly unlikely.


Lucidra thought this to herself, watching Ernst as he began to write another new book.

“So, what’s this about? It doesn’t seem like the detective series.”

Ernst responded, his voice calm.

“It’s about four birds. But there’s only enough story for two of them.”

“…Oh, I see. Senior.”



 
  Chapter 85: Ernst the Librarian (6) – Green Trauma


Dormitory Private Room.

Eris scanned the pages of the book she had been reading once more.

The protagonist, who had been betrayed by a trusted companion, falls into a trap. 

The once-reliable allies are either defeated or preoccupied with other matters, and the protagonist is nearly at their breaking point. 

In the midst of this desperate crisis, the villain that the protagonist had once defeated reappears to save them. 

The villain mocks the protagonist as weak, yet the protagonist, defiant, rises to their feet once again.

The two blades, once pointed at each other, now face the same direction.

And then—

[—Please look forward to the next volume!]

“AAAHHHH!!”

Eris clutched her head and screamed.

If the students who only knew her as the cool, mysterious Eris had seen her now, they would have doubted their own eyes. 

The soundproofing in her dormitory private room was truly a blessing at this moment.

With a face full of despair, Eris lamented aloud.

“Why, why is it that every book that person gives me is like this?!”

The heroine is interrupted just as she is about to confess her feelings!

The protagonist awakens a new power, only to be interrupted at the moment of truth!

The protagonist, who had been a doormat for so long, is about to take revenge on the villainous characters who had tormented them, only for the story to be cut off again!

Every single time, at the most crucial moments, the story is abruptly halted, leaving the reader utterly frustrated and heartbroken.

If it weren’t for the fact that the stories were actually interesting, Eris could have easily tossed the books aside. 

But because they were enjoyable, it made it all the worse.

Sigh.

Eris let out a deep sigh, her gaze drifting toward the clock.

There was still some time before the magic lesson started, but it wasn’t quite late enough to fall asleep.

Since she didn’t feel the usual fatigue due to the effects of the magical book, she decided to finish her preparations early and left the dormitory.

“Ah, Eris, you’re out already?”

At the entrance to the magic lesson hall, a middle-aged woman with a warm atmosphere greeted Eris with a friendly smile.

Eris bowed politely.

“Good morning, Professor Western.”

“Ah, no need for the formalities yet. You can just call me Mary, like usual. Unless you dislike calling an old woman like me ‘sister,’ of course.”

Her words were casual, yet carried a subtle bite, and Eris couldn’t help but smile wryly.

Mary Western.

She was one of the professors at Aldridge’s Magic School, and like Eris, she had studied magic under the great wizard Delphinaris. 

In fact, she had been the older sister figure to Eris and the other students in the same circle.

The students who were all involved in Delphinaris’s teachings didn’t get along particularly well, but in front of Mary, everyone behaved with remarkable decorum.

Eris, too, was no exception, and she raised the white flag and changed her tone.

“Mary, sister.”

“There, that’s better. The others are all too proud, always saying ‘I’m not a child anymore,’ and it makes me so sad.”

“Well, they’re probably just embarrassed in front of others. If they were somewhere private, I’m sure their reactions would be different.”

At Eris’s words, Professor Mary’s eyes widened in surprise.

She looked as if she had heard something truly shocking, and Eris couldn’t help but feel puzzled. 

She didn’t think she had said anything so strange, so why was she reacting like this?

“Eris, you’ve changed a bit lately, haven’t you?”

“Changed?” 

Eris echoed, blinking in confusion.

“In the past, you would have just said, ‘Yes, it’s really terrible,’ and let it go, right? You wouldn’t have cared at all about what others were thinking or how they reacted.”

Eris was momentarily speechless at the blunt comment from Professor Mary. 

It wasn’t that she thought the professor’s words were absurd. 

In fact, Eris realized that the professor’s words were right on the mark.

If this had been the old Eris, she would never have tried to understand other people’s perspectives. 

In fact, she likely wouldn’t have cared at all.

She had been too busy studying magic and improving her skills, with little time or energy to worry about such things.

But now, Eris found herself unconsciously and naturally guessing at others’ emotions and defending their actions, without even thinking about it.

Why was that?

“…Well, it’s because I’ve been seeing it over and over again.”

Stories aren’t always told from the protagonist’s point of view.

Sometimes, the narrative shows how others interpret the protagonist’s actions, or it might even switch to another character’s perspective to describe how they felt.

When Professor Mary spoke, Eris immediately thought without hesitation, “If I were in their shoes, I would probably act the same way.”

This was something outside of the realm of Eris’s usual studies. 

It wasn’t the result of hard work and intellectual effort, but rather a simple, unconscious realization: that someone might act because they believe it’s the right thing to do, but others may interpret it in an entirely different way.

Mary, noticing the confused look on Eris’s face, suddenly broke into a cheerful smile.

“I’ve been thinking lately that your face has been looking more lively. Did you meet someone nice?”

“No, not at all. Meeting someone nice?” 

Eris responded with a serious face.

The thought of meeting that foul-mouthed librarian and calling it a “good meeting” was absurd.

“‘Unpleasant,’ ‘creepy,’ ‘irritating,’ maybe, but ‘good’? That word doesn’t fit at all.”

“Heh, alright, alright. I get it.”

Eris couldn’t help but feel that Mary’s response was just a polite way of brushing her off. 

It reminded her of the warm, knowing smiles from romance novels, where the surrounding characters would look at the heroine—who was vehemently denying her feelings—with a knowing look.

‘Wait, no, I can’t use that example here!!’

***

Eris quickly covered her face with her hands and splashed some cold water on her face, shaking off the thought.

For some reason, an overwhelming urge to scream out, to punch and kick at the empty air, surged relentlessly within her. 

As she became more and more aware of how her current state would be perceived by Professor Mary, the impulse grew even stronger. 

And when she tried to suppress it by huddling her body, the realization of what she was doing only served to deepen the vicious cycle, an unending loop.

The phrase “knowing too much is poison” was something Eris was feeling more acutely now than at any point in her life.

At first, Professor Mary had watched her with a sense of satisfaction. 

However, it seemed that she soon realized that if she left Eris alone any longer, her disciple, who shared the same teacher, might not just turn red-faced but could very well explode. 

In a hurry, she changed the subject.


“Ahem. By the way, Eris, free up some time next weekend.”

“Time… you say?”

“We’ll be gathering at the teacher’s mansion. Since a new disciple has been accepted, it’s only proper for the ones who can attend to show up, don’t you think?”

As the human national treasure of Ravellocia, Delphinaris accepted promising students as disciples at regular intervals, contributing to the nation.

A student who became Delphinaris’ disciple typically spent one or two years under his teachings, learning the ways of the grand mage. 

Afterward, they would disperse to different regions, walking their own paths, gathering only when major events like this one occurred.

Having been taken in by Delphinaris since childhood, Eris had been through this event many times, and it was familiar enough to her that she didn’t mind attending. 

She had recently devoured several theory books, and now she was eager to show off her growing abilities to her teacher.

But, there was still one question.

“But, isn’t this not the time for taking in new disciples?”

A mage at the sixth tier could suppress the aging process, maintaining their physical condition near its prime. 

However, even with that, there was a limit to how much their lifespan could be extended. 

Unless one became a lich through forbidden methods or received the highest divine blessings directly from a god, a sixth-tier mage’s lifespan was capped at around 150 years.

Of course, this was just the “longest recorded lifespan” in the annals, so realistically, the lifespan was likely even shorter.

Despite appearing to be middle-aged, like Professor Mary, Delphinaris was already over ninety years old. 

It was no exaggeration to say his death was drawing near. 

It was a time when preparing for the end of life wouldn’t be strange at all, which is why the grand mage of Ravellocia had been gradually reducing the number of new disciples taken in.

He no longer took in prominent children like he used to. 

Now, he only accepted a handful every two years at the request of the royal family.

Yet, despite it not being the time for taking in new disciples, a new disciple had been accepted. 

This naturally made Eris suspicious.

“I looked into it, and it seems like they’re not a full-time disciple like us. They’re already attending a training academy. I think it’s just occasional advice that Professor Delphinaris gives them, so he probably accepted them without too much burden.”

“The new disciple, do you know who they are?”

“They’re said to be the adopted child of Count Grimlune. The count is extremely respectful of the professor, even sending yearly gifts of regional specialties. Maybe the professor just wanted to pay a little more attention to them.”

There was nothing particularly contradictory in Professor Mary’s words. 

There was a big difference between fully taking on a disciple and just giving occasional advice. 

It made sense that Delphinaris would show more care for the adopted child of an aristocrat he was on good terms with.

But for some reason…

Eris couldn’t shake the strange unease creeping over her.

As she pondered the source of her discomfort, she suddenly remembered something the young ladies at the training academy had been gossiping about.

“By the way, did you hear? They say there’s an oddball at the Rowton Academy.”

“An oddball?”

“They’re Count Grimlune’s adopted child. Their theoretical knowledge is at the bottom, but their practical skills are unmatched. I heard they’re going to be one of the representatives at the upcoming exchange meeting.”

A genius oddball.

It might even be someone who would clash with Eris herself soon.

And that person had been taken in as a disciple by her revered teacher, Delphinaris, despite breaking the usual routine.

It could just be a coincidence.


That was what Eris’ rational mind whispered to her, but deep inside, her instincts flared with an innate sense of unease and wariness.

It was a wound, a trauma, engraved in her heart from childhood—when she had overheard her teacher’s complaints.

“Do you think I will lose?”

Eris’ eyes gleamed coldly.

The wide perspective she once had narrowed once again.
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The Archmage’s Disciples.

Just how skilled were they, really?

People often said a student would one day surpass their master. 

Even if that wasn’t the case yet, surely they must be at least close—perhaps a tier or two below?

But the answer was clear: they were not.

At least, not the disciples of Delphinaris Wainhart.

The truth was, his students’ abilities were somewhat underwhelming compared to their master.

Delphinaris himself was a Sixth Circle mage.

Yet more than half of his disciples were only Third Circle, and even those considered “exceptional” had reached no higher than the Fourth.

Not a single one had set foot into the Fifth Circle, much less the Sixth, where he himself resided.

Some speculated the issue was sheer numbers: Delphinaris had taken on far too many students. 

When one tries to teach several dozen at once, there is only so much time and attention a single person can spare. 

The disciples, lacking proper guidance, simply could not reach greater heights.

In other nations, the rumors were even crueler. 

Some whispered that Delphinaris lacked the talent for teaching altogether.

Others, more cynical still, suggested he deliberately stifled his students’ growth—fearful that if one of them ever surpassed him, his own position might be threatened.

“Utter nonsense.”

Ernst, the Librarian, dismissed such talk without hesitation.

“Master Delphinaris places immense importance on the fundamentals. The reason his students seem to grow so slowly is because he insists they spend years laying a solid foundation.”

Much like how warriors viewed the Fourth Circle—the level where sword aura could manifest—as the line dividing mortals from superhumans, mages too treated the Fourth Circle as a kind of threshold. 

It was at this point that a magician’s mana would begin to develop its own unique properties.

And for good reason.

A blade enhanced by sword aura could easily shatter an unenhanced one in just a few strikes. 

Likewise, spells cast by a mage whose mana had awakened to its unique nature were leagues more effective and efficient than those of an ordinary caster.

This led many teachers to focus solely on pushing their disciples to break through to the next Circle as quickly as possible.

A knight might be ordered to neglect his swordsmanship and physical conditioning entirely, devoting all his efforts to refining his mana instead. 

Mages were often instructed to specialize in one element—fire or ice, for example—fixating on it until their mana took on that property permanently.

But Delphinaris rejected such an approach.

Rather than rush his disciples into chasing Circles, he required them to master a broad range of spells, to study each one’s effect, structure, and theoretical foundation in depth.

Even if a mage would eventually choose to specialize, he believed, that decision should come only after extensive exploration. 

To him, ignoring entire categories of magic for the sake of quick advancement was the height of foolishness.

Magic was not merely something to be “used.” 

A true mage had to understand it, to make it their own in the truest sense.

“This method may look slow at first,” Ernst explained, “but the higher a mage’s skill climbs, the more obvious the benefits become. It’s like building a house—you want a foundation that can support something great and lasting, not one that collapses the moment you add a second floor.”

“Hmph.”

A deep, dry chuckle escaped the demon’s throat. 

She had been silently listening to Ernst’s explanation all this time.

“Even if you’re right, how many people do you think actually understand that?”

For all his careful teaching methods, the world only saw one thing: Delphinaris had not produced a single Fifth Circle mage.

Few dared criticize him openly, not with his towering reputation as an Archmage. 

But behind his back, the whispers were constant. 

A pressure like that, quiet and insidious, could eat away at even the most resilient heart.

And if such doubts haunted him for decades on end?

“When you reach the twilight of your life,” the demon mused, “it’s hard to admit your cherished methods were wrong all along. But it wouldn’t be strange if someone like that became desperate to prove their theories correct—through anything or anyone.”

Ernst did not deny her words.

He merely met her gaze, calm and unblinking.

“Have you discovered something?”

The demon, Lucidra, smiled faintly, impressed by his sharp intuition.

“There’s a scent,” she said. 

“One of our own.”

***

The Wainhart Estate was the very picture of what one might imagine an Archmage’s home to be.

It sat atop a wide, rolling hill, high and green, offering a view of the entire city sprawled below. 

The house itself was a grand blend of timber and stone, sturdy yet touched by a quiet, otherworldly beauty. 

Smoke curled lazily from its chimneys, a pale gray against the clear sky.

It wasn’t the sort of place one stumbled across by accident. 

The location alone was inconvenient at best, and yet visitors came, day after day. 

Whether to apprentice a family member, request a mage’s aid, or simply maintain ties with Delphinaris, everyone had their reasons to brave the climb.

But today, the hill stood quiet.

On the day his disciples gathered, no one—not even the most persistent of visitors—dared linger near the estate. 

It was common knowledge that Delphinaris held his students dear, and the time he spent with them was not to be disturbed.

***

“It’s been a while, Senior. I heard your fur business is doing quite well these days—you look like you’re positively glowing.”

“Oh please. Your family’s the one that struck it rich, what with that new iron mine you found.”

“Ah, Junior—your pendant. That’s a Guillaume Atelier piece, isn’t it? Must’ve been hard to get your hands on. You didn’t overdo it, did you?”

“Overdo it? Hardly. It’s just a trinket. But your jewelry—it’s something else. I suppose age really does add class.”

Even old rivalries were muted inside these walls. 

Disciples who might feud bitterly in the outside world set their conflicts aside here. 

The most they allowed themselves were a few dry jabs, the sort that could pass for playful banter.

“Eris, are you still set on applying to Skyreach Academy after graduation? It’s a dangerous place. Less than half of all new students make it to the end. Our family’s hiring mages right now, you know. You could—”

“I appreciate the concern, Senior. But I’ve already made up my mind.”

Her answer was calm but resolute.

The older student’s face flickered—first with irritation, then with a practiced, easy smile.

“Well, if you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.”

Eris watched him leave, her expression blank.

Professor Mary laid a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“You’ve got it tough, don’t you? I can see why you prefer to avoid the alumni if you can help it.”

“It’s not so bad,” Eris replied. 

“At least they’re polite here.”

“That’s only because none of them want to make a scene in front of the Master.”

Eris was the youngest of Delphinaris’ disciples, but her skill placed her among the top ten.

Given that all the stronger disciples were well into their fifties, her standing at just barely twenty was nothing short of remarkable.

Some even whispered she might be the first of Delphinaris’ students to break through to the Fifth Circle.

And with talent like that, many sought to pull her to their side.


They couldn’t understand why someone who already stood on the cusp of success would choose the riskier path.

But Eris only scoffed at them.

Political power? 

A secure future? 

Comfort? 

Useless. 

Worthless.

What she wanted was simple: to reach the heights of magic and to be acknowledged by her master.

They said she was certain to reach the Fifth Circle one day?

That wasn’t enough.

At the very least, she would climb to the Sixth. 

Only then would she have truly earned Delphinaris’ approval.

***

As Eris pondered, lost in thought, a quiet stir swept through the room.

From one of the side chambers, a woman emerged.

Warm brown hair framed a kind, thoughtful face.

Delphinaris Wainhart, the Archmage himself, did not ascend a grand podium or stand apart from his students. 

Instead, he walked directly among them, greeting each one by name.

“Welcome, Ron. How’s your wife’s health?”

“Much better, thanks to the medicine you sent, Master. She couldn’t come herself, but she asked me to pass on her gratitude.”

“Kior, I see you’ve put on some weight. I told you not to sit at your desk all day, didn’t I?”

“Ah, Master, I’m not as young as I used to be. I can’t go running around like I did in my prime.”

“Viola! Your magic has improved, I see. I’m proud of your hard work.”

“It’s all thanks to your guidance, Master. I’ll keep pushing forward.”

No matter the thoughts they harbored—no matter the ambitions, schemes, or doubts—before their master, they were as meek as lambs.

Not that their reverence was entirely pure or untainted by calculation. 

They were far too old for such childlike devotion.

And yet, standing before her, they couldn’t help but bow their heads.

There was a time when they too had spent their younger days under his wing, stacking up memories together.

If one looked no further, this gathering would seem no different from the usual, an annual event that repeated itself with each reunion. 

But this time, there was one unmistakable difference.

By Delphinaris’s side.

A boy, appearing about the same age as Eris—or perhaps a little younger—clung to him as though he were a hatchling trailing after its mother bird.

Naturally, the disciples who had exchanged greetings with Delphinaris couldn’t help but direct their attention toward the boy.

“Oh? So this is the new disciple, is it?”

“Yes. He possesses quite remarkable potential.”

At Delphinaris’s unwavering declaration, the disciples exchanged glances, their surprise thinly veiled. 

The master they knew was someone who avoided comparing talent in front of his students, rarely if ever uttering phrases like “more gifted” or “exceptional.”

Still, with a new junior among them, it was only right—whether as seniors or simply as adults—to offer a proper welcome.

“Pleased to meet you. I look forward to working with you.”

“Ah, yeah.”

And with that, the boy’s reply left every one of them in mild shock and unmistakable awkwardness.

His words were astoundingly curt.

It wasn’t the kind of stiffness born from nerves, the way one might clam up before a respected elder. 

No—his attitude was transparently laced with disinterest, as if the exchange itself were a bothersome chore.

The disciples glanced toward Delphinaris, their eyes quietly questioning, but the master only gazed upon the boy with eyes so soft and dripping with affection it was as if he were an elderly grandparent doting on a late-born grandchild, blind to all else.

It was baffling, to say the least, but most of the disciples chose not to voice their thoughts. 

They could write it off as teenage rebellion—annoying, perhaps, but understandable. 

Besides, none of them wanted to play the villain in front of their master.

But not everyone was so forgiving.

“So, you’re the adopted son of Count Grimlune, are you? I’ve been watching you for a while, and your attitude leaves much to be desired.”

It was Raffer Zeppelin.

A young man still in his late twenties, one of the younger disciples under Delphinaris, who stepped forward.

“You may be young and ignorant of the world, but even that has its limits. You should keep in mind that your careless disrespect can stain even the master’s honor.”

At Raffer’s pointed words, Delphinaris showed a flicker of discomfort, but the other disciples, though silent, couldn’t help but feel a quiet sense of satisfaction.

And yet, the boy’s response was something entirely unexpected.

“I stained the master’s honor? I don’t think I did.”

“It’s your attitude that’s the problem. Can’t you understand that?”

“Well, isn’t it more damaging to his honor that someone like you trained under her, and yet your skills are that pathetic?”

“W-What?!”

Raffer’s face flushed deep red, and several disciples grimaced.

Even Delphinaris, indulgent as he was, seemed to think the boy had gone too far and gently tried to intervene.

“That’s enough now. You’re being too harsh on your senior.”

“…Ah. I’m sorry, Master. I guess I lost my temper for a moment.”

The boy hung his head, his shoulders slumping as if sincerely remorseful.

But both Raffer and Eris—who stood at the same angle—saw it.

From a position where Delphinaris couldn’t see, the boy shot Raffer a mocking, triumphant grin.

That was the final straw.

“Master, please don’t stop me. For the sake of my own honor—and my family’s—I must teach this brat some manners, right here and now!”

“Calm yourself, Raffer. He’s still just a child.”

“No, it’s fine, Master.”

The boy, polite as ever when addressing Delphinaris, yet brimming with sly arrogance beneath the surface, answered sweetly.

“Since my senior has offered to teach me, it’s only proper that I accept the lesson.”

“…Don’t regret those words later.”

“Master, you heard him, didn’t you? He’s agreed. Allow us a sparring match.”

“Yes, Master. It’s good for seniors and juniors to get to know each other, after all.”

With both the involved parties insisting, and the rest of the disciples in quiet agreement, Delphinaris could no longer refuse.

***

Later, Ernst asked, “So you’re saying… there’s another demon nearby, besides you?”

“Not the demon itself. The scent’s too faint for that. Probably just a contractor.”

***

“…Kuh!”

Before Raffer could react, a blast of magical energy shot from the boy’s outstretched hand. 


The impact sent Raffer sprawling across the ground, frothing at the mouth.

While the others stood frozen in disbelief, the boy approached his fallen opponent with the most innocent expression, tilting his head.

“Is the lesson over? Thank you, I’ve learned a lot.”

There was no need to question it—the words “I’ve learned a lot” were laced with unmistakable mockery.

Eris’s eyes trembled as she stared at the boy.
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When the boy and Raffer first began their duel, most of the disciples shared the same thoughts.

“Flaring up over something so petty and resorting to violence is unbecoming. But after such a grave insult, it’s not like he can just sit back and take it.”

“Raffer’s youthful temper actually comes in handy for once. If one of us stepped in, it might cause friction—but since it’s him, they can just chalk it up to the whole senior-junior dynamic.”

“It’d be nice to crush that arrogant little brat’s spirit, but if Raffer goes too far, he might end up offending Master instead. He’d better be careful.”

The details varied, but they all assumed Raffer would win. In fact, most were looking forward to seeing the boy get beaten.

Sure, a junior being a little blunt with their seniors could be overlooked—but when someone clearly lacking in skill had the nerve to lecture others? No senior could tolerate that with a calm heart.

The training arena had protective enchantments installed by Delphinaris himself, so it wasn’t as if anyone’s life was at risk. 

Still, some pain was certainly on the table.

That’s why Raffer spoke before the match began.

“If you apologize now for your arrogance and vow to show proper respect to your seniors, I’ll end this here.”

“Let’s just get started. You talk too much.”

A vein throbbed on Raffer’s neck as he immediately swung his staff.

—Whoosh!

Flames surged around him, quickly condensing into the shape of a massive sword. 

The other disciples widened their eyes.

“Raffer’s really improved.”

“That looks like end-tier Third Circle. At this rate, he’ll reach the Fourth Circle soon.”

Magic was as vast as its history, and with that came many classification systems to make it understandable. 

Two methods were most common across the continent: one based on power, and one based on difficulty of casting.

Those who learned magic through scrolls or without formal education preferred the power-based method: spells that could threaten single digits were “Low Tier”, two digits were “Mid Tier”, and three digits were “High Tier.” 

Simple and straightforward.

But those who studied magic in structured settings disliked this power-based approach. 

They argued that a spell’s final effect depended too much on the caster’s skill, mana, and surroundings. 

Judging a spell solely by its power was misleading.

They created a Spell Rating Chart, which assessed a spell by its mana consumption, concentration required, and overall difficulty to learn. 

While more accurate, this method never became mainstream—it stayed mostly within mage communities, far from the public eye.

The spell Raffer had cast—Magic of the Flaming Sword—was a Third Circle spell, and a difficult one at that. 

Though its range was narrow, its raw power was enough to threaten even Fourth Circle knights.

“You brought this on yourself…!”

Clearly not intending to drag things out, Raffer hurled the flaming sword through the air.

“Ooh, that’s actually kind of cool.”

But before the blade could strike the boy, another flaming sword materialized before him—one that stopped Raffer’s attack mid-air.

“What?!”

“How can that be?!”

Gasps spread through the crowd as the two flaming swords clashed. 

That the boy could effortlessly cast a high-difficulty Third Circle spell was one thing—but to match Raffer’s power was shocking.

No—he wasn’t just matching it.

—Whoosh!

The boy’s sword grew larger, devouring Raffer’s flame until it shattered it completely, then shot toward its original caster.

“Urgh!?”

Raffer barely dodged, flinging himself aside before retaliating with a flurry of ice arrows.

It was an impressive reflex, showing he wasn’t just a hot-headed youth. 

But unfortunately, his opponent was simply out of his league.

Crash!

The boy’s own ice arrows collided with Raffer’s mid-air, obliterating them—and then continued their path, streaking toward Raffer himself.

“This is absurd…!”

Desperate, Raffer hurled spell after spell, trying to regain control. 

But the boy responded with the exact same spells—each one cast with greater power, precision, and speed.

Cornered, Raffer finally dropped his staff.

Without a flicker of hesitation, the boy struck him in the stomach, then the neck, with bursts of magic.

Once Raffer lay sprawled on the ground, groaning, the boy casually asked:

“So, is that the extent of your teaching? Thanks—I’ve learned a lot.”

Silence followed.

The disciples blinked, unsure if they had just witnessed what they thought they had. 

Some exchanged glances, others rubbed their eyes. 

But none could change what had already happened.

“Sure, some disciples had magical training before joining Master—but even so…”

Raffer was middle-tier among the disciples. 

If the boy had beaten him through standard means, they would’ve been surprised—but not in denial.

But this wasn’t a simple victory.

The boy had copied Raffer’s specialty spell on the spot, and overpowered it.

That wasn’t just a win. 

That was toying with him.

“So, are there any other seniors willing to offer me further instruction?”

A few disciples scowled at the boy’s bold question—but no one stepped forward.

Those weaker than Raffer obviously had no confidence to try, and those strong enough to beat Raffer with ease were mostly older. 

For them, engaging the youngest in such a public setting felt… beneath them.

Lose, and you’re humiliated.

Win, and it’s nothing special.

Even drawing or struggling makes you look weak.

Who would step forward under those conditions?

Only one person might.

Among the disciples was someone around the boy’s age—yet ranked among the top.

She, too, could feel the weight of all the gazes turning her way.

Eris.

She clenched her fists, steeling herself. 

Just as she opened her mouth to speak—

“That’s enough, all of you.”

Until now, Delphinaris had remained silent.

But then, he stepped forward.

He approached Laffer, who lay collapsed in one corner of the sparring grounds, and quietly knelt beside him. 


With hands aglow with a gentle light, he swept over his bruised abdomen and his bloodied head.

“Kh—koff, khkoff!”

As Laffer began to stir, he softly reassured him, his voice calm and even. 

Once he seemed stable, Delphinaris turned his gaze, sharp and disapproving, toward the boy—Marik Grimlune.

“You may test your magic. You may even quarrel. But to leave your fallen opponent behind and immediately seek the next? Tell me—who taught you such manners?”

“I… um,” Marik faltered, his face tightening for a brief moment before he bowed his head with surprising meekness.

“My apologies. I got carried away. I suppose I was too excited by the thought of learning from the seniors I so admire…”

Delphinaris’s eyes lingered on the crown of his bowed head.

Within those aged eyes, memories flickered—complex emotions rising and fading in turn. Eventually, he let out a weary sigh and spoke:

“Apologize for your rudeness. And the rest of you—do not be so harsh on the youngest.”

“Yes, Master,” came the chorus of replies.

“I understand,” followed another.

Yet neither answer rang with sincerity.

Eris scowled.

‘This isn’t going to solve anything.’

Marik’s apology was hollow, and the others’ resentment remained firmly rooted. 

If things were left to fizzle out here, nothing would be truly resolved.

“Master, in that case—”

“Eris.”

He hadn’t even said anything yet.

But Delphinaris shook his head gently, cutting her off before she could begin. 

His eyes made it clear: no more.

Eris had been ready to protest. 

But the look in her master’s eyes stopped her cold.

‘Why… why are you looking at me like that?’

If it had been anger—reprimand for her immaturity—she could have accepted it. 

Even a silent plea for understanding would have made sense.

But Delphinaris’s gaze held neither.

Only concern. 

Only quiet, aching worry.

With her sharp mind, Eris understood the weight of what her mentor’s eyes were telling her.

No—she couldn’t help but understand.

Her master believed that if Eris were to face Marik… she would lose.

Eris’s fists clenched, trembling with tension. 

The feelings rising within her were a tangled knot even she could not name.

“…I’m sorry. I’m not feeling well. I’ll return for today.”

With those flat, final words, Eris turned on her heel.

Voices called out in confusion, some trying to stop her—but no one dared chase after her.

She walked for a long while, her steps unsteady, as though fleeing something unseen.

When she was finally far enough that the manor was no longer in sight, she collapsed onto a nearby boulder.

‘What a mess.’

A crushing wave of self-loathing swept over her.

She had thought—hoped—that she would earn her master’s recognition.

She had believed that if she overwhelmed this so-called new disciple, she would prove herself the true heir.

But what if that had all been in her head?

What if her master had never expected anything of her?

What if she had already been dismissed—and this Marik was simply her replacement?

A true prodigy. 

The one Delphinaris had truly been waiting for.

And Eris? 

Just a middling talent. 

No longer needed.

Her thoughts spiraled darker with every step.

A faint voice of reason tried to intervene, whispering that not everything had to be interpreted in the worst way—but her emotions surged too fiercely to be contained.

She had hoped alone, tried alone, burned with ambition alone—and now, ran away alone.

And alone, she sat here, miserable.

‘How pathetic. How ridiculous.’

‘How many people would laugh if they saw her like this?’

“I’m just… a complete clown, aren’t I?”

The words slipped from her lips before she could stop them. 

A soft, bitter whisper that vanished into the wind.

“Well, I wouldn’t say that just yet.”

She hadn’t lost.

Startled, Eris raised her head toward the voice.

Blond hair—always hidden beneath the sterile glow of the library—danced gently in the outdoor breeze.

His suit was, as always, improperly worn and slightly askew. 

He smelled faintly of dust and ink.

His sharp eyes and unreadable face, devoid of warmth or mirth, regarded her from above.

Eris blinked. 

Then murmured:

“You… Why are you here?”


“Just a walk,” the librarian said, as though that were the most natural thing in the world. 

“Too much reading’s bad for the body. You need to move once in a while.”

The joke wasn’t even funny.

But before she could scoff, he noticed her red, tear-brimmed eyes and spoke again.

“Would you care to walk with me?”



 
  Chapter 88: Ernst the Librarian (9) – The Difference Between Stacking






A cool breeze drifted in.

Petals and blades of grass fluttered through the air.

The sun, veiled by thin clouds, cast a faint light over the sky—not gloomy, but gently subdued.

It was the perfect day for a walk, the scenery picturesque.

But Eris couldn’t enjoy any of it.

Her mind was a tangled mess.

‘Why is Ernst here?’

‘Was he really just out for a walk? Or is that just an excuse?’

‘Did he see me crying? I didn’t actually shed tears, so maybe it’s fine?’

‘But I was crouched on the ground. That much is true.’

‘What if he asks about it? What should I say? Should I ignore it? Lie?’

‘Come to think of it, I still haven’t returned that theory book I borrowed…’

With a troubled face, Eris mulled over her thoughts in silence.

She kept glancing sideways at Ernst, trying to read him. 

Then something odd struck her.

‘…Why is this man not even sparing me a glance?’

Whether she fidgeted beside him or looked straight at him, Ernst showed no reaction. 

He simply continued on, walking at his own pace.

He took deep breaths of the fresh air, absorbed the scenery, looked up at the sky.

He was—undoubtedly—thoroughly enjoying the walk.

The storm in Eris’s head gradually settled.

And in its place, a strange, bubbling irritation took root.

“…Hey.”

Ernst turned to her. 

“Yes?”

“Didn’t you call me out because you had something to say?”

At her sharp tone, Ernst paused, then replied calmly.

“No. I didn’t particularly have anything I wanted to say.”

‘What?!’

Eris’s cheek twitched.

The frustration she felt was so overwhelming, even she couldn’t understand why she was this angry.

She snapped.

“Then what is this? You called me for no reason?!”

“I said I had nothing to say. I never said there wasn’t a reason.”

“Then what is the reason?! How am I supposed to respond if you don’t even tell me?!”

“You’re already responding. You’re walking with me, aren’t you?”

The unexpected answer left Eris blinking in disbelief.

She felt betrayed—mocked, even.

“What… So all of this was just… just to waste time?”

“It’s not a waste of time.”

Ernst cut her off before she could finish.

There was no room for argument in his firm tone. 

Eris was momentarily taken aback.

“Moving your body. Breathing clean air. Taking in your surroundings. Discovering unknown paths. Meeting unexpected people. All of those things have meaning and value. This is neither a waste of time nor a useless act.”

“You could do all that by yourself.”

“I could. But sometimes, sharing the experience isn’t so bad. Just like reading a book alone can be nice, but occasionally, talking about it with someone makes it even better.”

Eris fell silent.

It would have been easy to dismiss his words.

‘I didn’t enjoy any of it, she could have said. I read the book, I discussed it—only because I had to, for the sake of the magic texts.’

All she had to do was declare that.

But she couldn’t.

‘Is it because upsetting him might interfere with getting new books?’

That might be part of it.

But… is that really all?

‘Was reading a book I once dismissed as useless, sharing those thoughts with this man, discussing ideas—was that truly awful? Was it entirely joyless?’

No.

It wasn’t.

Even Eris—who’d lived her life shackled by the pressure to become a great mage worthy of her master’s recognition—had found a fleeting sense of ease during those moments.

“Striving to fulfill one’s duty is admirable,” Ernst said softly.

“But… I can’t accept a life that’s only that.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s just too… sad. And boring.”

There was no pretense in Ernst’s voice.

It wasn’t a line for show—he meant it. Eris could feel that he lived by that belief.

Perhaps it was hearing that sincerity that prompted her next words.

“You said you didn’t have anything to say to me.”

“I did.”

“Then… will you listen to what I have to say?”

“Of course.”

And with that small permission, Eris began to speak.

She told him how she revered Delphinaris, both as a parent and as a teacher.

How she had accidentally learned the truth behind that devotion.

How she’d struggled to become a mage so impressive it would rewrite her master’s judgment.

And how, in the end, someone unimaginably talented had appeared and rendered all her efforts meaningless.

A part of her reasoned, ‘What are you doing, talking about this to someone you barely know?’

But once the words started flowing, they wouldn’t stop.

Lamentations, frustration, rage, despair.

Nothing practical or rational—just the raw, tearless cries of a child.

And Ernst… listened.

Without a single frown.

“Perfect superhuman crown prince…? Hmm, sounds like a misunderstanding to me,” he said eventually.

“The imperial prince I know enjoys slacking off far more than he should.”

“A man who thinks of nothing but fulfilling his royal duties—so much that he refuses to look any other way? I think the archmage was mistaken.”

“I’m not saying it to flatter you. It’s the truth. If you put him on a pedestal like that, you’ll be crushed when reality doesn’t match the image.”

He refuted the crown prince’s image quite intensely, but Eris didn’t mind.

She assumed the librarian was simply trying to comfort her in his own way.

After all, between the judgment of a grand archmage who had taught the prince himself, and a mere librarian from some borderland nation—there was no comparison.

After the flood of words came to a stop, Ernst looked down at his shadow and twitched his brow. Then he spoke.

“Well then. The conclusion seems simple enough. You’ll be facing him in the training institute’s tournament anyway—just crush him then. Thoroughly.”

Eris gave a wry smile.

“You make it sound so easy. But doing it… isn’t simple.”

Once, in a moment of impulse, she had indeed considered challenging him to a duel.

But now, with the haze of emotion cleared—she understood the truth of it.

He had overwhelming intuition—so sharp, in fact, that he could instantly copy a spell the moment he saw it for the first time and wield it with ease.

And then, he’d multiply its power severalfold, firing it off again and again, all while remaining calm and unshaken.

The opponent was a genius—on a level that Eris could never hope to reach.

“Even if I trained without rest from now until the duel, I could never attain that level of mastery. Worse yet, he’ll only grow stronger under his master’s guidance during that time… The outcome is already clear.”

“You don’t need to train without rest,” Ernst replied. 

“Even if you take it easy, you’ll win.”


“…What?”

Not understanding his words, Eris blinked in confusion. 

But Ernst continued in a flat voice.

“Let’s prove it to that ‘genius’ and to your master. The results of your hard work.”

***

Marik’s birth parents were merchants—self-made ones at that. 

Without any inherited wealth or noble backers, they’d risen from nothing to the pinnacle of commerce through sheer will and effort.

Unusually for merchants, they valued honor and trust over profit. 

Their reputation among peers was solid, and both their employees and hired help deeply respected them.

But they had one great stain on their otherwise admirable lives—their son.

Marik was nothing short of a disgrace. 

He hated studying, was selfish, never generous, and treated those beneath him with contempt—a complete inversion of his parents’ virtues.

“How could someone like that come from such decent people?” others would whisper. 

Some even joked that a fairy must have swapped the real child at birth.

Despite their many efforts to guide him toward decency, Marik’s moments of remorse never lasted long. 

He didn’t truly reflect on his misdeeds—he simply used tears and fake apologies to soften his parents’ hearts… before repeating the same mistakes.

The couple grew weary. 

Their employees, exasperated. 

But Marik? 

He didn’t shrink back. 

If anything, he grew more brazen.

“Why should I do anything? You guys already made all this money! I should just get to use it. Why do you keep making me do stuff?!”

To Marik, it was only natural. 

His parents gave him life—so they were responsible for everything that came after. 

Of course, he deserved everything they earned.

A mindset that might have made his parents faint had they heard it—but Marik felt no shame.

If anything, he was annoyed that he didn’t have more.

“Why were Mom and Dad born as commoners? If they were nobles, I would’ve been a noble too!”

“Why waste money on donations and charity? If they’ve got that much to throw away on beggars, they should’ve given it to me!”

“Man, people born to good parents have it so easy. If I were a prince, I could just party all day without anyone nagging me!”

While a person’s character is often shaped by their upbringing, sometimes—just sometimes—someone grows into something utterly repulsive, despite having no particular hardship or tragedy to blame.

And to such repulsiveness, something dark was drawn.

A demon appeared before Marik.

“—Kekeke! Looks like you’ve got a lot of complaints about life! Want some help? Hm?”

The demon had a scrawny frame and the sleazy aura of a back-alley thug. 

He gave Marik something… special.

“Wait, you’re saying I can use magic without any training?”

“Well, you’ll still need to learn how to channel a bit of mana,” the demon admitted. 

“But that’s it. The rest? Just watch your enemy cast a spell—and you’re good to go.”

The demon, whose name was Balzares, gave Marik two gifts: the ability to copy any spell he saw and an absurdly vast reservoir of magical power.

With the opponent’s spell copied and his own power being many times greater, Marik could crush any other mage.

And if the enemy didn’t use magic? 

No problem. 

Marik had already copied enough spells from others to overwhelm anyone.

No effort. 

No struggle. 

While others shed sweat and blood to master their craft, Marik merely watched—and took.

He begged his parents to bring in all sorts of renowned mages as tutors. 

Then he simply copied their spells.

Soon, people began to call him a prodigy. 

A genius mage. 

Even the local lord took notice.

He discarded his birth parents in the process—but Marik felt no guilt.

After all, it was only right that someone as talented as him should rise above such humble origins.

Needless to say, someone like Marik felt no reverence for his current “master,” either.

“Tch. That damn old man. Why the hell should I have to apologize? They’re the ones who started it!”

At a secluded villa far from Delphinaris’ estate, Marik vented his frustration by kicking furniture around the room.

Then he turned to Balzares.

“Hey! Do we really have to do it this way? Why not just fight the old man and rip every spell he’s got straight outta him?”

Balzares chuckled at the naive suggestion.

“Now that’s a tall order! Copying spells is one thing—but giving you enough mana to overwhelm a grand mage? Can’t do it. That guy’s stronger than I am, after all!”

“What?!”

Marik looked stunned, as if Balzares had just admitted something unthinkable.

“You’re telling me he’s stronger than you?! Then—wait, has he figured out what I am? What you are?!”

“Relax, friend!” the demon said with a sly grin. 

“Not a chance!”

Balzares continued, clearly amused.

“Even the best warrior doesn’t have a nose sharper than a hound’s. Receptionists might recognize hundreds of customers, but they couldn’t pick out one chick from a box full of identical chicks, right? Same thing here. For humans to notice us demons… well, that’s asking a lot.”

Of course, if Delphinaris deliberately used spells or tools meant to detect demons, he might discover traces left behind.

But unless someone was actively suspecting Marik of being a demon contractor, Balzares would remain undetected.

Marik let out a breath of relief.

“So humans really can’t find you guys?”

“Well… except for those ‘Seventh Circle’ freaks you people talk about,” Balzares said.

“Those aren’t really human. And other demons might recognize me more easily, sure.”

“Wait… we’re safe, right?”

“Kekeke! Of course, of course! Even if another demon showed up, they wouldn’t dare mess with me. I bear the mark of my master.”

Balzares proudly displayed the strange snake-like symbol etched on his forearm.


“My lord is one of the Three Overlords who rule the demon realm—the mighty ‘Deception’! Most demons would faint in fear just sensing the aura from this mark!”

At Balzares’ boast, Marik’s face lit up with a satisfied grin.

Yes.

He was a winner.

And there would never be anyone who could stand in his way.



 
  Chapter 89: Ernst the Librarian (10) – Strict Conditions





Perched atop the hill stood the residence of the Archmage.

Mary Western—an instructor at the Aldridge Academy and one of Delphinaris’s disciples—stared silently at her long-time mentor.

“Did you really have to do that?” 

She asked. 

“I’m not exactly close with Eris, but I do know how hard she worked just to be acknowledged by you. She gave up hobbies, turned away from the games other kids her age enjoyed, and devoted herself entirely to study and training. Knowing all that, did you truly have to act this way?”

There was a trace of reprimand in her tone. 

The Archmage avoided her gaze and replied quietly.

“Taking on a new student isn’t a bad thing. Eris is no longer the youngest, that’s all. She’s still my student.”

“If it were just any student, I wouldn’t be saying this,” Mary said, her voice rising slightly. 

“But your attitude toward that boy—Marik—isn’t the same, is it?”

Delphinaris was widely known as a gentle and virtuous magician.

Among those who had attained the Sixth Circle of magic, eccentricity was often the norm. 

But Delphinaris wasn’t fussy or arrogant, which earned him such a glowing reputation.

However, Mary and the other disciples knew better.

Yes, Delphinaris was kind. 

But when he deemed it necessary to discipline, he was firm. 

Unyielding.

His gentleness should never be mistaken for softness.

So why, Mary wondered, was he being so lenient with Marik?

“He might be talented, but his character is flawed. He only puts on that fake charm in front of you. The rest of us? He looks at the other disciples like we’re beneath him.”

“He’s still young,” Delphinaris said gently. 

“It’s through experiences like these that people grow.”

“You’re not just saying that because you want to believe it, are you?”

Delphinaris fell silent.

Mary sighed deeply at the stubborn tightness in his lips. 

She had never heard, as Eris once had, the Archmage’s innermost thoughts—about the imperial prince, or why he seemed so desperate.

That had only come out because Delphinaris had been drunk and speaking with an old friend. 

He wasn’t the type to burden his students with his own regrets or start ranting about their lack of talent.

Yet Mary, along with a few of the more senior students, had begun to sense it:

The anxiety Delphinaris carried.

The obsessive need to find a gifted pupil.

They understood, at least vaguely, that they themselves had failed to reach a level that satisfied him.

Though Delphinaris appeared to be in the same age range as Mary, that was only due to the long lifespans granted by high-tier magic.

In truth, he was already old enough to have passed on peacefully.

To an aging man preparing for the twilight of his life, the public’s words—“a teacher with no worthy disciples,” “an Archmage who lacks the ability to teach”—must’ve been a deep wound.

This wasn’t something that could be reasoned away with words.

“Here. Take this.”

“What is it?” 

Delphinaris asked, glancing at the envelope Mary held out. 

But she didn’t respond, only motioned with her eyes for him to read it.

With a puzzled expression, the Archmage opened the envelope and read the simple message within.

“Please come to the mock battle. –Eris.”

She had sealed it with wax to give it formality, but the contents were so brief, it could’ve passed for a mere memo.

And yet, the weight of those few words was anything but simple.

“I saw her eyes—full of resolve, fear, and courage, all mixed together. Just imagining how long she must’ve debated whether to send that letter, how many times she hesitated before asking me to deliver it… I could see it all in her gaze.”

Even after Mary left the estate, Delphinaris stood for a long time—an agonizingly long time—gazing at that letter.

***

To many students, a school trip meant fun times with friends.

But the essence of an academic exchange trip wasn’t play—it was learning.

Visiting ruins or museums, observing and studying the material… that was the core.

The bravery tests, campfires, and pillow fights? Just extras.

Likewise, the student duels held during the training exchange were considered more of a closing event—a bit of entertainment for the nobles.

Yes, they drew interest, but time-wise, they were only a fraction of the program.

The majority of the schedule was filled with lectures, debates, and joint classes—elements that bored most of the students.

For Marik Grimlune, a demon contractor, boredom had turned to actual suffering.

‘Damn it. Why are there so many useless events? Just get to the mock battles already!’

He wanted nothing more than to get up and walk out. 

But that was impossible.

Throwing a tantrum in front of the nobles—especially when they had their eyes on him—would make even his sponsor, the Count Grimlune, lose his temper.

And worse still, there was the matter of his pact with the demon.

[Oh, my friend. Just hang in there. You’ve already been dozing through all the theory classes. If you don’t make an impression here, your shot at Sky Academy is gone.]

Balzares, his contracted demon, whispered with his usual cheery, mocking tone—but there was a warning hidden within.

[You must enter Sky Academy. And you must complete the tasks I give you. You know what happens if you fail to pay your dues.]

Marik bristled at the threat but responded with feigned confidence.

‘Yeah, yeah. I got it. Just shut up and wait.’

[Haha! That’s the spirit. Sorry if I seemed pushy.]

Eventually, as Marik endured the mind-numbing schedule, something—or rather, someone—caught his eye, and a smile curled on his lips.

Even among the crowd, her beauty and presence stood out.

The golden-haired Eris.

Without hesitation, Marik approached her and greeted her with an easy smile.

“Good day, Miss Eris.”

Her cool green eyes flicked toward him.

Up close, her beauty was even more striking, and Marik was quietly impressed.

‘I thought she looked good at the last meeting, but this… this is something else. Bit flat-chested, but hey, for a short fling…’

If she could’ve heard his vulgar thoughts, who knows how she might’ve reacted.

Still grinning, Marik continued.

“We didn’t get to talk much last time. Are you feeling better now?”

“Yes. Thank you for your concern.”

“That’s great to hear. It’s lunchtime anyway—how about we chat for a bit?”

“Sorry. I already made plans with friends from my class.”

“Ha! You can see your classmates anytime. This is a rare chance to mingle with students from other schools. I’m sure your friends will understand.”

While his tone was passable—better than it had been at Delphinaris’s mansion—his words were anything but.

He was effectively demanding she cancel her plans for his sake.

Eris’s brows furrowed slightly, but Marik didn’t care.

Unlike the Count, the Archmage, or the demon, Eris was someone he saw as beneath him.

A weakling.

“I’m afraid I can’t,” she replied coolly.

Despite his repeated offers, she continued to shut him down, prompting Marik to turn more aggressive.

“You sure about that? Since we’re both students under the same master, I was planning to go easy on you during the mock battle so you wouldn’t be too embarrassed.”

Eris froze. 

The cold politeness in her demeanor vanished for a moment.

Sensing an opportunity, Marik leaned in, voice dropping to a subtle threat…

“Some of the other senior disciples seem to have the wrong idea, but I’m not that reckless, you know? If Lady Eris treats me nicely, I can be quite—”

“Excuse me.”

In an instant, the atmosphere around Eris shifted.

The calm, graceful mask of a brilliant student fell away, revealing a coiled, smoldering fury beneath. 


A cold, sticky anger that clung like shadow. 

Marik instinctively recoiled, a jolt of fear flashing across his face.

Eris took a moment, clearly preparing to unleash a scathing tirade, but then paused—perhaps aware of the gazes surrounding them. 

Instead, she offered a polite smile, her voice smooth and razor-sharp.

“It seems, Mr. Marik, that you were never taught the basic manners when dealing with a lady. I’d advise you to refrain from such behavior, lest you disgrace your noble house… and stain the name of Master Delphinaris.”

Her voice wasn’t loud, yet her crisp, clear enunciation sliced through the ambient noise of the crowd with ease. 

Those who had already been frowning at Marik’s crude flirting now smirked, watching the awkward blankness wash over his face.

Step. 

Step.

Marik watched her leave—graceful, poised, triumphant. 

It was only then, a beat too late, that he realized he had become the butt of the joke. 

His face flushed crimson.

He ground his teeth.

‘She dares mock me… when I was trying to be civil!?’

She would regret it. 

He swore it.

He would break that smug little mask in front of everyone—utterly, irreparably.

Marik seethed, the urge to cast a spell across Eris’s flawless face clawing at his restraint. 

He waited… and waited. 

Finally, the opportunity arrived.

“Representative of the Aldridge Training Institute: Eris. Representative of the Lowton Training Institute: Marik Grimlune. Are both participants ready?”

“Yes. I’m ready.”

“Yes sir!”

Eris remained regal and composed. 

Marik looked like he was ready to tear someone apart.

The judge confirmed their readiness and signaled the start. 

Eris raised her staff and pointed it directly at Marik.

A bolt of water—sharpened like an arrow—launched toward him.

Marik instinctively understood the spell’s mechanics as if it had been etched into his mind. 

Just like how a player in a game could press a hotkey and unleash a powerful skill, no deep understanding required. 

It was the nature of his cursed gift: absolute mimicry.

But Marik wasn’t content with mere replication.

He wanted to crush her.

He poured a torrent of mana into the copied spell—overwhelming power. 

And then—

The spell collapsed.

“What?”

He barely had time to register the failure when the original water arrow slammed directly into his face.

Smack!

It was like being hit by a bucket of icy water. 

Marik tumbled across the arena floor, utterly defenseless.

A heavy silence fell over the audience.

Supporters on both sides were stunned, unable to process what had just happened.

The silence shattered as Marik groaned, pushing himself up with a sputter.

“Ptuh! What the hell!?”

Dripping wet and livid, he glared at Eris with burning hatred.

But before he could retaliate with words, another spell was already flying toward him—a compact orb of bluish, frosted mana. 

It was difficult to see, nearly invisible in the air, but it didn’t matter.

He could feel it.

As long as he was aware the spell existed, his mimicry would activate.

Fueled by humiliation, Marik cast the copied spell again—faster, harder.

Boom!

Again, the spell failed. 

Again, he was struck—this time by a freezing projectile that left a sheen of frost across his soaked face.

Thwack!

White frost clung to his skin. 

Blood now trickled freely from his nose.

Some in the audience couldn’t help themselves—they laughed.

Meanwhile, Eris stood still, heart pounding.

‘He wasn’t lying’, she thought, remembering what the scholar, Ernst, had told her.

“Copying a spell and returning it with even greater power… That’s not hard to counter if you know how.”

“Most spells are dynamic. If you cast one with a mana input of ten, the output fluctuates—sometimes eight, sometimes twelve. Sure, there’s an optimal number, but it doesn’t have to be precise.”

“But what if… we reverse that? What if you add conditions so specific, so unforgiving, that the spell fails unless the mana is exactly ten? Or even… ten-point-one-two-five-one-five?”

“The moment he uses too little mana, the spell fizzles. The moment he uses too much, it collapses.”

“Yes, I know. That level of precision is near-impossible. It’s not creation—it’s modification, but still, a feat few can manage.”

“But you can. I told you—you don’t need to push yourself.”


“Because… you’ve already been working harder than anyone else.”

Eris found herself whispering the words aloud, a quiet smile forming on her lips.

She looked ahead.

There was no way she was going to lose.





 
  Chapter 90: Ernst the Librarian (11) – As a family member, as a priest





Marik’s hands trembled violently.

His face throbbed with pain.

The humiliation of being disgraced in front of a crowd boiled in his chest.

Marik had never been known for patience or grace, and his fury burst past its limit without resistance.

“I’ll kill her.”

All thoughts of holding back, of avoiding injury to her pretty face, or of simply overpowering her with skill—vanished.

He forgot entirely that this was only a mock duel.

Forgot that a crowd of students and professors were watching.

Consumed by childish rage and impulse, Marik cast another spell.

Fwoooosh!

Beside him, a greatsword of flame erupted into existence.

Unlike the earlier restricted spells, this one—copied long ago from another mage—absorbed his mana greedily, swelling with unrestrained power.

“Yes… yes! I don’t know what trick you pulled before, but this—this will do it!”

With feverish excitement, Marik hurled the enormous flame-blade, nearly the size of a man, straight at Eris.

She retaliated with a blast of compressed air, but it was no match—neither in size nor in power.

Marik was certain this attack would pierce her, would end this farce once and for all.

But then—

A slight slip.

The blade’s trajectory twisted ever so subtly.

It missed.

The flaming greatsword whooshed past Eris, grazing her side.

Several students screamed at the near miss.

Unfazed, Marik began chanting again.

Bigger. Stronger. More.

He unleashed a barrage of high-level spells far beyond a student’s expected capabilities.

Even the professors looked on in horror.

That level of mana consumption would tax even seasoned magicians—yet Marik attacked as though his power were infinite.

Compared to the violent, spectacular magic Marik flung, Eris’s counterspells appeared unimpressive.

Her small incantations couldn’t match the overwhelming power of the flame-blades.

All they managed was to subtly shift their paths.

“This isn’t a mock duel anymore. I have to intervene—!”

The judge stepped forward—only to be stopped by a firm hand on his shoulder.

He turned, startled.

“Professor Mary? What are you—? Let go!”

“Look at her face,” the professor said quietly.

“Her… face? This isn’t the time to—”

Still, almost automatically, the judge glanced toward Eris.

And froze.

It was not the face of someone on the brink of disaster.

Not the expression of a desperate girl overwhelmed by chaos.

Eris looked composed. 

Cold, even—almost clinical in her precision.

And at last, the judge understood what he had missed.

None of the attacks were hitting.

Though her skin was flushed from heat, her clothes slightly disheveled, Eris remained unscathed at the center of the storm.

“Hah…”

A breath of awe escaped him.

Marik’s flame blades, though sword-shaped, were ultimately elemental attacks—not physical weapons.

You couldn’t simply parry them with metal or force.

And yet Eris, with only minor manipulations—tiny shifts in air pressure and minute magical redirection—was diverting them perfectly.

If even one timing had been off…

If a single redirection had been miscalculated…

It would’ve meant serious injury—or worse.

But she never wavered.

Not once.

As a mage—no, as a human—the judge was overcome with admiration.

“Tricks! That’s all you have!”

Marik howled, his face twisted with frustration.

He cast again—


	Tier 3: Windblade Gale


	Tier 3: Piercing Chill


	Tier 4: Earthen Spikes




Each spell powerful enough to maim, impossible to believe they came from a student.

But Eris remained calm.

She knew these spells. 

Studied them. 

Dissected them. 

Mastered them.

“That wind spell can tear flesh and muscle—but it won’t cut bone.”

Tier 2: Armor of Thread.

Her clothing momentarily hardened to the strength of iron, shielding her from the slicing wind.

“The frost is intense enough to freeze the throat upon inhalation, but it spreads too slowly.”

Tier 2: Rabbit’s Agility.

She darted across the arena in a wide arc, avoiding the frost entirely.

It crept lazily after her, losing strength before it could bite.

“Earthen spikes are wildly inconsistent depending on soil type. In soft ground like this…”

Tier 2: Bath Overflow.

A sudden gush of conjured water poured from her chest-level, soaking the earth below.

A moment later, Marik’s spell activated.

The ground surged—but the softened, water-logged soil yielded weak, crumbling spikes, like wet clay.

Nothing worked.

Every spell Marik cast—Eris dismantled. 

Effortlessly.

The duel wasn’t going the way Marik had expected.

He threw a tantrum, like a child denied his toy.

“Why?! Why won’t anything work?!”

“Because it can’t,” Eris replied, eyes like frost.

Marik blinked.

“…What?”

“Casting a spell isn’t enough. You have to understand your opponent. Understand the terrain. Know when, where, and how to use your magic.”

If the original mages Marik had copied from were here, this wouldn’t have happened.

They had read those spells a dozen times.

Practiced them a hundred.

Failed and tried again a thousand.

They would’ve adapted.

Used the Windblade as an ambush.

Unleashed frost indoors where escape was impossible.

Summoned spikes only after the field had been scorched and hardened.

But Marik wasn’t them.

He couldn’t be.

A demon’s power can only mimic the result—not the journey it took to achieve it.

No study.

No trial and error.

No refinement.

Just copied power, hollow and rigid.

“Your spells are like factory cutouts,” Eris continued.

“Your mana output is always maxed. You always aim center mass. You always cast at maximum speed.”

“Every condition,” she said coldly, “is the same. Every time.”

Predictable.

Readable.

Counterable.

It would be impossible to respond like this without immense knowledge and insight.

But Eris had both.

And in that moment, she was the embodiment of everything a great archmage once dreamed of and strove to teach— the ideal magician.

“…Ah.”

In the audience, hidden in the shadows, Delphinaris felt his breath catch.

He had always thought the girl was brilliant—but nothing more.

Loved her like a granddaughter, yes, but refused to let that love cloud his judgment.

Held Eris to harsher standards.

Convinced himself that this child could never reach the supreme heights he once imagined.

A mistake.

A failure of an old master blinded by pride.

Unaware of the years of effort his student had spent alone in the dark, reaching ever upward.

Fwoooosh! 

Crackle! 


Snap!

“You really thought you’d get away with this?”

Thwack!

“W-Wait a second—”

Thwack!

“L-Let me just catch my—”

Thwack!

Whether Marik tried to threaten or beg, Eris paid no mind.

What held her focus wasn’t his pitiful words—it was the staff in his hand and the spells he wielded.

Step. 

Step.

With each clash, Eris steadily advanced.

Marik, stumbling backward again and again, finally collapsed to the floor in a disgraceful heap.

“U-Ugh…”

Sitting on the ground, Marik looked up at Eris.

All his earlier arrogance and confidence had vanished—replaced by raw fear and pathetic submission before unrelenting violence.

Clack.

Eris lowered her staff right in front of his nose.

The room held its breath.

Then, Eris spoke.

“Shall we continue?”

“I-I surrender!”

“Surrender?”

“I give up! I concede!!”

The moment her tone sharpened, Marik quickly lowered his head and corrected himself.

The judge, who had been waiting for a chance to intervene, came rushing forward.

“Practice duel concluded! The winner—representing Aldridge Academy: Eris!”

WAAAAAAAH!

The audience erupted into thunderous cheers.

Not just Aldridge Academy—but even students from their rival school, Rowton Academy, joined in the celebration, as if they’d forgotten where they belonged.

Marik had style but no substance.

Eris achieved the best outcome with the least amount of mana.

Marik crossed the line with his brutality and killing intent in what was meant to be a practice duel.

Eris, on the other hand, upheld the duel’s decorum with calm poise from beginning to end.

The stark contrast lit a fire in the hearts of the young spectators.

Some of the girls even stared at Eris with blushing cheeks and dazed eyes.

And yet, at the center of all this praise, Eris herself was barely standing.

‘…I feel like I’m going to die.’

Her mana, stamina, and mental focus—none of them were intact.

She had spent the entire duel walking a tightrope, where one misstep could have ended in disaster.

Though she kept up appearances like a top student full of grace and composure, if she had her way, she’d collapse on the floor and pass out right there.

But even so—

“Still… this isn’t so bad.”

The cheers around her, the professors coming to check on her well-being, their mix of praise and concern—and most of all, the look on that arrogant fake genius’s face when she defeated him—

All of it breathed renewed life into her battered body and weary spirit.

Glancing around, Eris searched the crowd for a familiar face.

But the one she was hoping for wasn’t there. 

Her eyes narrowed.

“He really didn’t come.”

“There’s no point in watching when the outcome is obvious. I have work to do.”

He had said it so firmly, as if defeat wasn’t even a possibility.

That unwavering faith did warm her heart… but still, the fact that he didn’t show up at all left a tinge of disappointment.

A girl’s heart is never simple.

Just then, Eris’s eyes locked with Delphinaris, sitting in the audience.

Both student and master flinched in unison.

But soon, with a resolute expression, Delphinaris approached Eris.

Though some people in the crowd stirred at the sudden appearance—likely due to a concealment spell previously hiding him—the two paid no attention.

A thousand thoughts raced through Eris’s mind.

‘How do I make the most of this victory?’

‘How do I prove I’m not some inadequate student? That he doesn’t need to look for someone better?’

‘And what if he’s mad… for what I did to her favorite apprentice?’

“Master, I—”

But Eris never finished her sentence.

Delphinaris pulled her into a sudden embrace.

“…I’m sorry. I truly, truly am.”


The voice that reached Eris’s ear was soft and trembling, as though soaked in tears.

All the careful thoughts she’d prepared vanished.

Her throat tightened.

Her eyes welled up.

Without saying a word, Eris wrapped her arms around her master.

That was enough.



 
  Chapter 91: Ernst the Librarian (12) – Your Friendly Devil





Defeat is always bitter.

But not all losers are pitiable.

If a defeated person had treated those around them with sincerity and respect, people might say, “Everyone loses sometimes,” or, “Don’t take it too hard,” offering consolation.

If they had fought honorably and with dignity, observers might have encouraged them, saying, “They lost, but fought well,” or, “It was a good match, regardless of outcome.”

But by contrast—

Marik’s defeat, which lacked any of those qualities, ended in pure and utter disgrace.

“What is this disgraceful display!? How dare you sully the name of our house!?”

Count Grimlune exploded with rage.

This wasn’t some secret one-on-one duel. 

This was a formal exhibition match observed by key figures from across the kingdom—some of whom had even watched in person.

And it wasn’t just that he lost. 

He had publicly made a fool of himself, revealing every ounce of cowardice and misconduct imaginable.

It was a mock battle, yet he had recklessly aimed to kill. 

As if that weren’t enough, he spat out one grotesque, appalling remark after another.

The Count, who had invited his peers to witness the proud debut of his newly adopted son, now thought he understood what people meant when they said someone could die of shame.

“That girl, Eris, from the Aldridge Training Hall—she was amazing.”

“Our guy, on the other hand? Ugh. Even the professors were sighing nonstop.”

“I’m just a student, and even I was embarrassed. I can’t imagine how the faculty felt. If it had been anyone else, we could’ve at least lost with dignity.”

The academy’s reputation had taken a fatal blow.

Marik had never been well-liked, thanks to his temperament. 

Still, his overwhelming skill in practical magic had earned him some grudging respect. 

A jerk, but a skilled one—that was the consensus.

But now, even that shield was gone.

His abilities hadn’t changed, but the fear and awe they once inspired had vanished. 

Like a schoolyard bully beaten down in public—his swagger meant nothing now. 

People might pretend to bow in his presence, but behind his back, they snickered.

“Damn it! Damn it! You miserable bastards! What the hell did I even do wrong!?”

Had Marik possessed even a shred of self-awareness or moral compass, perhaps a glimmer of hope could have remained in his future. 

But no such chance presented itself.

As always, rather than admit his own fault, Marik chose to blame everyone else: the Count who scolded him, the professors who now looked at him with contempt, the students who snickered behind his back.

And above all—his mentor, Delphinaris.

“I’m sorry, Marik. I knew you were heading down the wrong path, but I turned a blind eye, clinging to my pride and stubbornness. A teacher’s duty isn’t just to teach magic and knowledge—but to guide a student toward becoming a good person.”

Delphinaris had come to his realization thanks to Eris. 

Still, she did not abandon Marik.

Once he accepted someone as his disciple, he believed it was his duty to take responsibility for them—no matter how flawed they might be.

It was his way of atoning.

But Marik refused to accept it.

He had only ever wanted Delphinaris’s power—wanted the prestige of being the Archmage’s disciple. 

Talk of correcting his ways or becoming a better person was nothing but an annoying, condescending distraction.

He was furious.

Boiling with rage.

Marik hurled his fury at the world in violent curses—until at last, he found a target.

“This is all because of the useless powers you gave me! You said I’d beat anyone except that old man Delphinaris! Then what the hell is that girl Eris!?”

From the shadowy corner of the room, a figure emerged—his ever-smirking demon patron: Balzares.

Even as Marik insulted the very power he’d granted, Balzares’s grin didn’t waver.

“Oh, my friend,” the demon said, lighthearted as ever. 

“That’s not quite right. I told you you’d have power enough to defeat anyone below a mid-tier fifth-rank mage.”

“Then what the hell is she!?”

“Clearly, not average.”

“You think this is the time for word games!?”

Like a sulking child, Marik threw a tantrum. 

Balzares merely slung a friendly arm over his shoulder, voice full of honeyed ease.

“Come now, calm down. Don’t let the rabble get to you. Most of the people mocking you today will crawl back the moment you rise again. That’s how people are.”

“Yeah? And just how am I supposed to ‘rise again’ in this situation?”

“Good question, my friend! Words alone won’t do. You need to act.”

Still smiling, still light in tone, Balzares delivered his next suggestion with the casual weight of someone ordering coffee:

“So let’s kill that Eris girl.”

Blink.

Marik opened and shut his eyes, once, then again.

The demon’s voice had sounded so casual—so familiar—that the meaning didn’t quite register.

“Her skills are impressive, no doubt,” Balzares continued. 

“Even if you attacked with a force of ten, she could probably block it with one. But that just means you hit her with a hundred. Sure, I’d have preferred if you used a spell from Delphinaris, but since that’s off the table… I’ll give you one myself.”

This wasn’t some angry, reckless outburst. 

Not a crime of passion or a mistake made in fury.

It was cold. 

Calm. 

Clean.

A deliberate suggestion offered with a grin.

And the sheer, skin-crawling chill of it made Marik stammer.

“W-Wait a minute. If anything happens to her now, everyone’ll know it was me.”

“A good point! You’re thinking again—I like that! Kehkehkeh!”

The demon chuckled, then smirked sharply.

“But don’t worry. I’m a demon of the ‘Deception’ lineage. Fooling humans is child’s play. When you do the deed, I’ll conjure a perfect alibi. I’ll leave an illusion of you in a public place and tweak a few memories to match. Easy.”

“They’ll still suspect me…”

“Sure. Not all humans rely on hard evidence. Some go by gut. But so what?”

Balzares’s crescent moon smile widened.

“At that training hall in Ravellocia, only you and that Eris girl have the talent to enter Skyborne Academy. Once she’s gone, you’re in—no matter your grades. And that’s all that matters. Even Archmages can’t bar the gates there.”

“And after that?”

“Nothing else matters! Once you bring me the item I seek from the Academy, the power you have now—no, something far greater—will be yours. You’ll tower over every professor, noble, and petty soul who ever dared stand in your way!”


Balzares’s words were kind.

His tone, disturbingly friendly.

And he knew exactly how to stir the deepest, darkest corners of Marik’s heart.

“Are you scared?”

Marik flinched hard—his entire body trembled at the question.

At that reaction, Balzares’s eyes narrowed.

The demon, who never changed his jesting tone no matter how much Marik whined, cursed, or threw tantrums, now wore a face painted with disappointment and dejection.

“Ah… So it’s true. You’re completely paralyzed with fear.”

“W-What nonsense! I’m just… I just wanted a more perfect plan, that’s all!”

“Tell me, my friend—do you know why I chose you?”

Why had Balzares chosen him?

The abrupt question caught Marik off guard. 

He couldn’t answer—he had never really thought about it before.

“If it were just about ‘ability,’ I could have found dozens better than you. Hell, I could’ve picked anyone from the academy, lent them my power, and they would’ve used it far more skillfully than you ever have.”

“What about personality? There are plenty who are more obedient, less loud and obnoxious, and wouldn’t recklessly bring danger upon themselves just to show off.”

“And yet—I chose you. Do you know why?”

Tap.

Balzares leaned in, his face just inches from Marik’s. 

The clownish smile that normally curled his lips was gone, replaced by a deadly seriousness that pierced through Marik.

“Because you’re junk food.”

Marik blinked.

Slowly, very slowly, he tried to digest the words.

And failed.

“…Junk food?”

“Noble souls. Strong-willed souls. Pure souls. Those are the ones that are valuable to demons. Gourmet meals, you could say. Like that girl who defeated you—she’s one of those fine dishes.”

“But sometimes, living in this world, you get cravings. You want to taste the junk, the greasy, the artificial. And you, Marik… you’re the perfect specimen.”

Ugly. 

Lazy. 

Selfish. 

Foolish.

A small vessel with bloated desires. 

Averse to effort, yet desperate to be praised.

When a demon appeared, offering sweet whispers, he didn’t even stop to question it.

“That’s why I chose you. That’s why I cheered you on. Just a little push, and you’d leap into your own doom without a single doubt.”

Just like how people laugh watching a cat chase its own tail in circles, there’s a kind of idiocy that’s entertaining to observe.

That’s why Balzares never cared when Marik insulted him or made unreasonable demands. 

It was all part of the clown show.

But now…

“You’re telling me you feel fear? That you’re holding back because the enemy scares you? Oh, come now, my friend. Don’t disappoint me. Since when were you so wise?”

“Your role is to charge in like a mindless berserker the moment someone taps your back!”

He called him “friend,” but there was no respect or affection in the word.

It was only then that Marik realized—Balzares had never called him by name. 

Not even once.

As if the name wasn’t worth remembering.

“Y-You bastard!! How dare you toy with me!?”

Marik shoved Balzares away and, on impulse, pulled out his staff, aiming it squarely at the demon.

A blade of fire surged from the tip.

And—

Fwoosh!

It twisted mid-air—and stabbed directly into Marik’s own skull.

Ssshhhhh— The sound of burning blood, sizzling flesh, and bubbling brain matter filled the air.

His tongue lolled out, limp. 

His eyes spun grotesquely, out of sync and unblinking.

Balzares didn’t flinch at the horrific sight. 

He simply snapped his fingers.

The flaming sword vanished. 

The fatal wound closed as though it had never existed.

But his tongue and eyes remained twisted and mangled, making the restored body even more disturbing to look at.

“Alright then, here’s what we’ll do. Since you don’t want to die, you’ll go and push that girl—Eris, was it?—into a corner. Make her feel like she’s on the brink of death. And right then, I’ll show up and whisper…”

Balzares leaned in, mimicking the whisper.

“If you don’t want to die… make a contract with me.”

“She gets to live. I get a new contractor and access to Skyward Academy. And you, my friend, get your revenge. Isn’t that beautiful? A plan where everyone wins.”

He chuckled.

No thanks necessary between friends, he said with a grin.

Marik said nothing. 

His face remained twisted and broken.

Balzares finally seemed to notice.

“Oh.” 

He exhaled softly, then casually extended his fingers—and jammed them into Marik’s eye sockets.

Crunch. 

Squish.

A sickening sound followed. 

His eyes clicked back into place.

With a smooth motion, Balzares drew a line across Marik’s tongue with a clawed finger, severing the protruding, slack portion.

At last, the grotesque mouth could close.

Balzares studied the hollowed eyes and the stump of a tongue with contentment.


Then he snapped his fingers once more.

This time, Marik’s face was perfectly restored.

“Sometimes, it’s the unnecessary steps that make life more fulfilling.”

With that, Balzares threw back his head and laughed.

It was a demon’s laughter.



 
  
    Chapter 92: Ernst the Librarian (13) – Fake? Real?





After the exchange event, Eris’ standing had grown unshakably solid.

Her dramatic performance during the mock battle, both in execution and outcome, had only amplified the already high regard in which others held her. 

Their admiration now teetered into reverence.

At first, Eris was pleased.

Her once-awkward relationship with her mentor had warmed again, giving her a sense of inner peace. 

From an academic standpoint as well, the favorable external evaluations were only beneficial.

However—

“There has to be a limit to this, doesn’t there…?”

Sighing deeply in her dormitory room, Eris slumped onto her bed.

The reaction from others was simply too much.

Even before, as both the apprentice of a grand mage and the top student of the institute, she had received high praise—but now it bordered on worship. 

Just sitting idly on a bench, lost in thought, was seen as an iconic scene, the kind of image painted in reverent tones. 

“She must be contemplating the future of Ravellosia,” they whispered, adding more gold to her pedestal. 

Even her casual, polite responses to her peers were being collected and circulated as “The Great Sayings of Lady Eris.”

Honestly, it was insane.

“I need to stay away from the institute for a while.”

There wasn’t much time left until graduation.

Classes at the institute were becoming more sparse, shifting closer to self-study, and students now spent their days gossiping about their future plans rather than studying.

Well, to be fair, that had always been the case. 

The difference now was that before, such talk had to be done in secret—now, not even the professors said a word about it.

Especially in Eris’ case, after her outstanding performance at the exchange event, she had already secured admission to the Skyborne Academy. 

As long as she submitted a formal request, she could likely study elsewhere without issue.

Studying at her mentor’s house, which she hadn’t visited in a while, could be nice. 

Or perhaps a preliminary trip to the Skyborne Academy grounds.

But regardless of what options she considered, Eris’ mind always returned to the same place in the end.

A silent, untouched library, far from any foot traffic.

In a quiet corner of that library, a certain librarian sat with a face that made it unclear whether he had any intention of helping guests at all—calmly reading his own book.

“…Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen his face since the exchange.”

It was understandable.

There had been a reconciliation with her mentor, summons from high-ranking royals—it had been a whirlwind of chaos for days.

“Well, I do owe him in several ways. Increasing his sales a little could be my way of repaying him. Maybe even indulging in his hobby a bit too… hmm.”

Wrapping her true desire—“I just want to see him” and *“I want to share the experience of reading the same book together”—*in a tidy justification, Eris lay down on her bed with a hint of anticipation.

Or at least, she tried to lie down.

—”Oh my, is that really true?”

—”Why would I lie?”

Thunk!

Like a spring-loaded trampoline, Eris bolted upright.

She heard the voices of a man and a woman.

Warm, cheerful, intimate—like lovers sharing a secret rendezvous.

That, in itself, wasn’t the issue. 

Frankly, she didn’t care.

The problem was that the voices were far too familiar.

Swish!

Eris flung open the curtains.

Beyond the thick double-paned windows, she could just make out the backs of a man and woman.

The man—tall, slim, dressed in a light suit with curly blonde hair. 

The woman’s features were less distinct, but Eris vaguely recognized her as someone who had spoken with Ernst a few times at the library.

—”Haha, you’re so funny.”

—”I don’t recall saying anything humorous.”

Their voices faded as they walked away.

Almost reflexively, Eris rushed out of her dormitory and searched the area. 

Just barely, she caught a glimpse of them at the edge of her vision and began to tail them.

The woman seemed genuinely delighted, laughing often. 

Ernst, as always, wore his impassive face—but Eris noticed it. 

The slight upward curl at the corner of his mouth.

An odd sense of frustration swelled inside her.

It was a smile she’d seen before.

But knowing that it could be directed at someone else—someone unfamiliar—made it feel utterly foreign.

—”Lady Eris, actually…”

Eris flinched.

—”Really? She didn’t seem that way to me.”

—”People often aren’t what they appear to be.”

She couldn’t catch the full conversation.

But tone, nuance—those were enough. 

Humans could read volumes between words.

Mockery, ridicule, veiled insults—like whispers behind one’s back.

The kind of sly, irresponsible malice found in the worst sort of gossip. 

And now, it oozed from their voices.

A chill of betrayal gripped Eris.

“…Wait.”

She suddenly stopped in her tracks.

The circumstantial evidence was almost too perfect.

If this were a novel she’d read, this moment would be the ominous foreshadowing before tragedy struck.

But that was precisely why she took a deep breath and composed herself.

It was too perfect.

Too conveniently timed.

‘Eavesdropping from inside a soundproof dorm room? Hearing a familiar voice from outside? Even though the window wasn’t open?’

“That’s impossible!”

The moment the realization struck her, Eris instinctively cast a spell on herself.


《Magic to Awaken from a Shallow Dream》

 A spell that nullified low-grade mental attacks and weakened more potent ones.

Crack!

Like shattering a sheet of glass, the spell discharged.

When Eris looked up again, the figures ahead were no longer Ernst and the library woman.

Instead, two strangers—similar in build, but utterly unfamiliar—stood still, facing her.

All warmth had drained from their faces, now frozen in a cold, menacing stare.

Then, their mouths moved.

Caught?

—”Caught?”

—”Caught.”

—”Caught, huh.”

Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught. Caught…

Eris involuntarily stepped back.

And then she realized.

The voices weren’t coming from the mouths of the two strangers.

They were whispering—right next to her ear.

“Ugh…?!”

A surge of icy dread and revulsion washed over her. 

Hugging herself, Eris summoned a wall of flame around her.

The whispering receded, then broke into laughter.

She snapped her head toward the source.

Her eyes widened in disbelief.

Marik Grimlune.

Not long ago, Eris had beaten him to the ground in a duel.

And now, that very opponent was grinning at her like a clown.

“Aaah, no no no. You’re way too perceptive. I wanted to string you along a bit more, let you wallow in sweet confusion before screaming in despair!”

“You…! What the hell is this trick supposed to be!?”

“A trick? Oh, come now. Don’t ask such obvious questions. It’s revenge, of course.”

Marik’s eyes widened unnaturally—so much so, Eris thought they might pop out of his skull. 

Round and gleaming, they gave him the appearance of something less human. 

More reptilian. 

Or perhaps a dead fish.

A shudder of instinctive revulsion ran down Eris’ spine, and she took a step back.

But only one step.

She gritted her teeth and reached into her coat, pulling out her wand and leveling it at Marik.

Courage to face fear. 

Calmness to think through the chaos. 

Traits someone might call admirable.

Marik’s face twisted—bizarrely, not in anger, but in something else.

Disappointment. 

Or maybe boredom.

“Ugh. This won’t be any fun after all.”

Before Eris could even respond, the two figures that had previously been standing at a distance let out inhuman screeches and rushed toward her.

No time to think.

Rather than countering with magic, Eris spun on her heel and sprinted in the opposite direction.

Her teeth clenched hard.

‘I let my guard down… too much.’

Even knowing what kind of person Marik was, even knowing he was the type to seek vengeance in the worst ways, she had let her guard slip—lulled into a false sense of security because things had been going well.

She’d heard a familiar voice and, without a second thought, bolted from her house and chased after it. 

What kind of reckless, foolish behavior was that?

No matter how entranced she’d been by the spell, she should have noticed something. 

Should have snapped out of it sooner.

But, if she had to justify herself…

‘When? When did he cast the spell? And how could he do it without leaving a single trace?’

Eris had solid fundamentals. 

Not just in casting spells, but in sensing and reacting to them, too. 

That was basic for any decent mage.

Yet this time, she’d walked into a hallucination without sensing a single thing.

She’d always known Marik had talent, but to improve this much in such a short time?

“Don’t go. Don’t go. Don’t go.”

“Come with us. Come with us. Come with us.”

From behind her came the twisted voices of the two who chased her. 

Unlike before—when the whispers tickled her ears—this time they were speaking aloud. 

But that didn’t make it any less horrifying.

Even with her full strength and a body enhancement spell propelling her, she couldn’t seem to put any distance between them.

Eris hesitated.

‘Should I take them down now?’

Marik was nowhere in sight.

If he hadn’t caught up yet, now was her chance to reduce the number of enemies.

But if he had caught up and was simply hiding his presence… the moment she tried to cast an offensive spell, she might leave herself wide open.

And she couldn’t just run forever. 

Who knew how long these strange alleys would stretch on?

After weighing her options, Eris abruptly turned down a side street.

The moment her pursuers rounded the corner, she would strike.

Or so she thought.

“Excuse me for a moment.”

A hand shot out from the shadows and clamped over her mouth, yanking her backward.

Eris struggled in shock—biting the hand, elbowing the side, stomping down on their foot. 

But her attacker didn’t budge an inch.

Then, just seconds later…

“Where are you? Where are you? Where are you?”

“Me too. Me too. Me too.”

The two figures sprinted past, chasing a phantom in the wrong direction.

Only after they had vanished into the distance did the one who held Eris speak.

“Let’s not make any loud noises. Things will get messy if they hear us.”

The voice was eerily calm—ill-fitting for the situation.

It was a voice Eris knew all too well.

She looked up to see the face of her captor.

Ernst, the Librarian.

He was here.

“You—you’re real?”

“Real if I’m real. Fake if I’m fake. Either way, what does it matter? People believe what they want to believe, don’t they?”

“…What was the most memorable opening line from a book you read recently?”

“‘I’m screwed. That was the carefully considered conclusion I arrived at. I am absolutely, utterly screwed.'”

It’s him.

Relief poured through her, and Eris let out a long breath.

“The situation right now—”

“I’m sure you have a lot to say. But if you trust me, come with me. We don’t have much time.”

“…Where are we going?”


“The library. It’s the only place I can really be useful. Of course, if you don’t trust me, you’re free to go elsewhere. Maybe seek help from one of the instructors at the academy.”

His tone was casual—leaving the decision entirely in her hands.

And yet, that very nonchalance made her trust him.

Compared to the crude illusions just moments ago, this was unmistakably Ernst.

“Fine. Let’s go. To the library.”
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