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 VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 1 
 
    Two cities. 
 
    One town. 
 
    Three villages. 
 
    The number of territories destroyed by the demons within two weeks after the portal in Cattlewood Plains opened. 
 
    After taking over Meredith City, killing all its inhabitants in the process, the demon army made a beeline for the City of Volkheim—the location of one of the Empire’s magic academies and the Fifth Tower of Mages. 
 
    The Imperial Army sent twenty thousand soldiers from the western territories as reinforcements, but this did nothing to repel the demons’ advance. Despite the Fifth Tower of Mages and the magic academy working together, the City of Volkheim fell in just two days. 
 
    The demons mercilessly slaughtered its citizens, and those who managed to survive were parasitized. A fleshy obelisk, similar to that seen in Meredith, was also erected at the heart of the city. The obelisk sucked the life from the land it stood on, turning the soil dry, barren, and nonarable. 
 
    At this point, the Empire’s citizens already knew of the existence invading their land. They’d learned they were no simple monsters, but demons. 
 
    Now that Meredith and Volkheim had fallen, only the City of Kreceir stood between the demons and the imperial capital. 
 
    For the first time in centuries, the Great Empire felt its existence threatened. Even Emperor Sylvius struggled to sleep, knowing the threat of the demons was looming ever closer. 
 
    The situation was so dire that he ordered the soldiers stationed at the border between the Empire and the Republic of Everfrost to return to the capital. He also ordered the military camps in the western and eastern frontiers to send a large portion of their soldiers as reinforcement. 
 
    Never had Emperor Sylvius felt so desperate. 
 
    *** 
 
    [The City of Agriculture, Kreceir] 
 
    “Open the gates!” 
 
    “Make way!” 
 
    “His Royal Highness, second prince Quinn Lockhart Mavis, has arrived!” 
 
    Following the Emperor’s decree, Prince Quinn, together with his eighty-thousand strong army, arrived at the City of Kreceir as reinforcements. 
 
    The panic-stricken citizens of Kreceir were visibly relieved upon seeing the second prince’s army. Each of his foot soldiers was wearing chainmail and leather armor, the archers were equipped with a powerful bow and a quiver full of arrows, and the three thousand knights at the vanguard were all clad in full plate armor. 
 
    They brought with them five Royal Court Magicians, each with their own troops of mages. They also brought siege weapons and artifacts. 
 
    Unlike Meredith and Volkheim, the City of Kreceir did not have a proper military; it was an agricultural city that supplied the vast majority of the Empire’s grain, so it was indeed a relief when the army arrived at their city gates. The citizens of Kreceir finally felt at ease. 
 
    There was nothing more reassuring than seeing tens of thousands of men wearing the insignia of the Empire, all armed to the teeth. 
 
    “Welcome! Welcome!” 
 
    The Lord of Kreceir, Jonas ‘Green Farmhand’ Vont, smiled as he welcomed the second prince right at the southern gate. “It’s an honor to be in the presence of His Highness, the second prince, the Empire’s hero!” 
 
    The second prince wore his usual sharp expression. His auburn hair was perfectly combed to the back, and despite being tall and muscular, he radiated an indescribable sense of elegance seen only from high-ranking nobles. 
 
    The second prince brought the late General Alvaren’s glaive with him. The blade of the maginus was almost as big as his upper body, making it conspicuous even from afar. Some citizens wondered how the second prince could carry such a large weapon with ease, without compromising his posture and elegant bearing. 
 
    After the second prince had repelled the parasitic demons, he rose to fame and gained recognition from the people, solidifying his already stable position. And the glaive he used back then became an iconic weapon. 
 
    Although the first prince was several years older than him, the citizens believed that the second prince’s path to the throne was practically secured at this point. 
 
    Lord Jonas’s gaze moved to the massive man riding next to the prince. Unlike the second prince, the man was scowling, seemingly very displeased that he’d been sent here, and he didn’t bother hiding it. 
 
    “And I am honored to meet General Moldark, the mighty protector of the Eastern Front!” 
 
    General Lazarus. 
 
    General Alvaren. 
 
    General Rizel. 
 
    General Anscoule. 
 
    General Moldark. 
 
    These five powerful men were from the same generation and served as the Imperial Army’s pillars. Before retiring, General Moldark was the Supreme Commander of the Eastern Front. But now, he simply served as the second prince’s sword instructor. 
 
    His duties as a sword instructor aside, General Moldark had been enjoying his remaining years as a retired civilian. He was a doting grandfather to his grandchildren, and had it not been for Emperor Sylvius’s decree, he wouldn’t have come here in the first place. He’d already done enough, protecting the second prince back when the parasitic demons invaded their land. General Moldark was frustrated that, once again, he’d been forced to take up arms. 
 
    “I am Jonas Vont,” the Lord of Kreceir introduced himself. “Please allow me to escort such esteemed guests to the manor.” 
 
    “You’re the Green Farmhand?” said General Moldark. 
 
    The lord was famous for his deep knowledge of cultivating the soil, growing crops, and raising livestock. There were rumors that even dying plants would be revived once they were in the Kreceir lord’s hands. 
 
    Jonas rubbed his palms together, his smile never fading. “I’m honored that General Moldark knows of my insignificant title.” 
 
    General Moldark’s frown deepened, displeased by the lord’s obsequious personality. 
 
    “Lead the way,” said Prince Quinn. 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness!” Lord Jonas mounted his horse and led the army at the very front. 
 
    Due to the size of the army, only the three thousand knights were given entry into the city. Their squires, together with the infantry, camped outside. They would enter the city later, once the preparations were completed. After all, it wasn’t easy to accommodate such a large number of soldiers. 
 
    Luckily, being an agricultural city, it wouldn’t be a problem feeding all of them. Harvest season had ended long ago, and they’d stored a large amount of grain in the warehouses. 
 
    After arriving at the lord’s manor, Prince Quinn gathered all the army officers in the great hall. As the Lord of Kreceir, despite being a noncombatant, Jonas was also present. 
 
    A map of the Empire was spread on the table, and those present gathered around it. 
 
    “Report,” said Prince Quinn. 
 
    The deputy commander spoke, “Our men have finished scouting the Kreceir Plains and sighted no demons within the area. I’ve ordered them to send men further north”—he placed his index finger on Kreceir Plains on the map, then traced it upward—“until this marsh here, three kilometers east of Andelle Forest.” 
 
    The Empire had spent a considerable fortune mapping out their territories and terrain. Despite governing over an enormous land, they had the most precise and accurate map in the continent. This was among the reasons how the Emperor, the so-called Devourer of Lands, managed to grab a firm hold over all of his territories, despite the frequent disputes and skirmishes with his neighboring countries. Everything, from small villages, to streams and marshes, was recorded on the map on the table. 
 
    And this detailed map, privy only to high-ranking military officials of the Empire, was now being utilized against the demons. 
 
    “They have already been given orders to set an outpost, if they do not see any demons within the area,” said the deputy commander. 
 
    Prince Quinn fell silent as he gazed at the map. He carefully scanned it, approximating their current positions and those of their opponents. 
 
    “It is strange,” said Prince Quinn. “After conquering Volkheim, the demons stopped advancing.” 
 
    Their army had made haste with their preparations in order to come here early, to prevent the fall of Kreceir. But to their surprise, there were no sightings of demons nearby. It was as though someone from the demons’ side ordered them to stop their advance the moment they took over Volkheim. 
 
    Lord Jonas voiced his thoughts, “But doesn’t this work to our advantage, Your Highness?” 
 
    The military officers turned their attention to him. 
 
    “I heard the demons sucked the vitality from all the lands they passed through,” said Lord Jonas. “The farmlands of Kreceir are located north, and to invade our city, the demons would need to pass through them.” 
 
    Everyone understood what the Lord of Kreceir was trying to say. 
 
    If the demons passed through the expanse of farmland, the biggest source of grain in the Empire would be wiped off this map. The land would turn barren, and even if they survived this war, a great famine would befall this nation. 
 
    Well, with the deaths of so many people—particularly those from Meredith City and Volkheim City—the famine might not be as severe as they initially thought. But the issue was still something they needed to address in the future. 
 
    Luckily, the farmlands remained untouched. 
 
    “It’s really fortunate that the demons stopped their march,” said Lord Jonas. “I was so worried. Thank God!” 
 
    “I agree with you, Lord Jonas,” said Prince Quinn. “But this doesn’t change the fact that two major cities of the Empire have already fallen in the demons’ hands. We should deal with the immediate threats. The farmlands should be the least of our concerns right now.” 
 
    The prince’s words were ominous, and the Lord of Kreceir couldn’t help but be worried. 
 
    “A-Are you planning on attacking the demons instead, Your Highness?” said Lord Jonas nervously. 
 
    “Until I have enough information about our enemy, I have no plans to move my army from this city,” said Prince Quinn, firmly. 
 
    Lord Jonas heaved a sigh of relief. Frankly, he was also against the idea of the second prince’s army leaving the city. He’d heard that the demons numbered more than half a million, and they had several fire giants and flying beasts within their ranks. Just the fire giants and flying beasts were enough to lay waste to a moderately sized army. 
 
    Lord Jonas believed that even the second prince’s army would be annihilated, if they fought against the demons without taking a siege advantage. The walls of Kreceir City weren’t as high as the capital but should still be capable of blocking most attacks. It was better to utilize them than directly fight an enemy several times their number. 
 
    As long as they made use of the walls, together with the siege weapons and artifacts the Imperial Army had brought with them, it should be feasible to at least hold off the demons. 
 
    “Lord Jonas.” 
 
    “Your Highness.” 
 
    “I will leave my soldiers’ accommodations to you,” said Prince Quinn. “I will give you two days. Make sure all soldiers are given decent rooms to rest their bodies by then.” 
 
    “As you command. Please rest easy and leave it to me, Your Highness.” 
 
    Lord Jonas had prepared for this the moment he’d heard from his vassals that the second prince’s army was coming as reinforcements. He’d long asked the inn owners and the citizens to allow the soldiers into their homes temporarily, and he’d made sure everyone who complied was recompensed appropriately. 
 
    Plus, the temporary barracks inside the city were already nearing completion. With the amount of grain stored in the warehouse, it should be possible for the second prince to fight a prolonged battle against the demons. 
 
    “Your Highness, I will go out and check the walls and defenses of the city,” said General Moldark. 
 
    Although General Moldark had already received reports regarding this matter, he wanted to see them for himself. After all, the walls were practically their lifeline at this point, considering they were greatly outnumbered by the demons. 
 
    “I will come with you, General,” said Prince Quinn. 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Deputy Commander Gilbertus,” said Prince Quinn, “pass along my orders to the scouts near Andelle Forest. I want them to send out a small detachment of elites to check the current status of the City of Volkheim.” 
 
    The deputy commander replied, “Should I order them to enter the city itself?” 
 
    It was a command tantamount to suicide, but Prince Quinn didn’t hesitate regardless. “Yes, if it’s feasible,” said Prince Quinn. “Any additional information we can gather regarding our enemies will improve the chances of the survival of our soldiers and this city. Tell the scouts I expect great things from them.” 
 
    Just like it was the responsibility of the vanguard to take the brunt force of the attack or to open up a path in the enemy lines, it was the responsibility of the scouts to gather intelligence regarding their enemies. Their jobs naturally entailed such risks, and the scouts had been trained to make sacrifices for the sake of obtaining crucial information, if necessary. 
 
    Deputy Commander Gilbertus placed a hand on his chest and bowed his head. “Understood. I will send a messenger pigeon straight away.” 
 
    After the meeting, everyone went on to their separate tasks. Prince Quinn and General Moldark inspected the walls and defenses of the city, while the Royal Court Magicians started installing magical artifacts. 
 
    Their plan was to fortify the defenses of Kreceir as much as possible, utilizing this opportunity while the demons weren’t on the move. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Empire had one of the most extensive information networks in the continent, and this was due to the existence of the Silver Palace—the intelligence division tasked with espionage, reconnaissance, and assassinations. 
 
    The group was similar to the Black Midas of the Kingdom of Lukas. The difference was that they were far bigger, and they were working directly under the Emperor’s command. 
 
    The Silver Palace was an organization out in the open, publicly funded by the imperial family itself. Even ordinary citizens knew of their existence, and rumors of their involvement in assassinations were frequently talked about in taverns. 
 
    Still, the citizens had long accepted the existence and necessity of the organization. The Silver Palace was founded centuries ago, long before Emperor Sylvius was born, making it one of the oldest groups within the Empire. 
 
    The current head of the Silver Palace was the Chief Royal Advisor. And serving directly under him were the leaders of each division. 
 
    “Boss, we received a message via messenger pigeon just now,” one of the scouts near Andelle Forest spoke. 
 
    The leader of the scouts took the letter handed to him by his subordinate. He opened it and read its contents. 
 
    After a while, he relayed the orders to his men. “The second prince wants us to go to Volkheim. He wants us to check and report its current status.” 
 
    There were seventeen scouts in the marsh near the Andelle Forest, and none of them voiced complaints after hearing the order, which was akin to suicide. 
 
    Getting information regarding their enemies, no matter how dangerous the situation, was the purpose of their group’s existence. And the scouts of the Silver Palace were proud of it. 
 
    From a young age, they’d been trained to live and die for the sake of the Great Empire. 
 
    “Draw lots, all of you,” said the leader. “The five winners will come with me to Volkheim. As for the rest, you’ll stay here and continue scouting the area. Once you’ve confirmed there are no demons nearby, send a message to Kreceir.” 
 
    There were plans to erect an outpost there, and they needed most of the scouts to remain to undertake this task. And the leader of the scouts quickly judged that it would be better to go to the City of Volkheim in a small group, lest they were discovered by the demons. 
 
    The scouts drew lots, and soon, five winners were picked. Those who won were jubilant, while those who were forced to remain grumbled in dismay. 
 
    “Damn luck, I lost again!” 
 
    “Shit. I want to see Volkheim, too!” 
 
    “Again! Let’s draw lots again!” 
 
    “What are you talking about? We won fair and square!” 
 
    Everyone wanted to go with the scout leader to see the current status of the City of Volkheim. And those who lost complained that the lots were unfairly drawn. 
 
    The leader of the scouts said, “Stop yapping and get to work. There will be no redraws. The five of you, come with me. We’re leaving immediately.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    After several minutes of preparation, the six scouts departed for the city overrun by demons. 
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
      
 
   
 VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 2 
 
    The scouts rode their mounts until they reached the Old Sword Burial Grounds, a massive graveyard south of Volkheim where the knights of previous generations had been buried. 
 
    The scouts were expecting to see the graveyard ravaged by the demons, but to their surprise, it was practically untouched, as though no one had passed through recently. 
 
    The hundreds of headstones, made of gabbro, were well taken care of, despite being centuries old. 
 
    “We’ll be going to Volkheim on foot from here,” said the scout leader. “Hitch the horses.” 
 
    “Yes, boss.” 
 
    As instructed, the scouts dismounted and tethered their horses, leaving them enough water to drink for a day. After all preparations were complete, the group continued on their mission. 
 
    “We’ll be using Floating Steps from now on,” said the scout leader. “Our goal this time isn’t assassination, but reconnaissance. Be prepared to escape at any time. We have to deliver the information we’ll be garnering to His Highness, no matter what.” 
 
    Using Floating Steps, a martial art technique taught exclusively to the high-ranking members of the Silver Palace, the group quickly moved toward the City of Volkheim. 
 
    They skillfully erased their presence, and despite moving at speed, twice that of a desperately running man, their footsteps didn’t make a sound. 
 
    Several hours passed. 
 
    Their group didn’t encounter a single demon along the way. 
 
    “Boss, isn’t this strange?” One of the scouts finally voiced his concern. “We still haven’t come across any demons.” 
 
    Even the sky demons, occasionally seen in the nearby territories, were nowhere in sight. And to add to that, although they saw rotting corpses of demons and humans along the way, they’d yet to encounter any survivors. Given the population of Volkheim, the chances of such a thing should be incredibly low. 
 
    The scout leader also looked worried. “We’re almost there. Make sure no one notices your presence.” 
 
    The group erased their presence further, and they slowed their speed. From here, they see could the corpses of the archers hanging on the battlements, and the destroyed ballistae and magic mangonels. 
 
    The iron gate was fully open, and through it, the scouts saw the road littered with corpses. 
 
    One of the scouts nearly cussed out loud. The stench of blood was so strong that even they, who were used to assassinations, crinkled their noses. The main road leading to the inner district of Volkheim had been literally dyed red with blood. 
 
    Wordlessly, the scout leader gave out instructions to his subordinates. Using hand gestures, he told them to move in pairs and spread out. In three hours, they were to converge in this exact same place. 
 
    ‘Move out.’ 
 
    Since there were six of them, the scout leader naturally paired with one of his subordinates.  
 
      
 
    After pairing up, the scouts moved out. One group moved to the western side of the city, another to the middle, and the remaining one moved to the east. 
 
    Since there were six of them, the scout leader naturally paired with one of his subordinates.  
 
    The main road leading to the city center was littered with innumerable corpses. Young, old, male, female—no one had been spared from the massacre that unfolded in the city. They could see traces of resistance. The soldiers of Volkheim had fought the demons down to the last man. 
 
    The inns, taverns, and other commercial establishments near the heart of the city were destroyed. Their doors had been torn open, and even the walls had been pulverized by an unknown force, revealing the buildings’ interiors. 
 
    As they kept moving northward, it didn’t take them long before they finally encountered demons. 
 
    And along with them were survivors. 
 
    “Ugh, h-help me… please… someone.” 
 
    “Nooo! Not him! Please spare my child!” 
 
    The lesser demons grabbed the survivors by the hair, dragging them across the paved ground while they wailed and begged to be spared. 
 
    “Damn monsters! You’ll pay for this! Do you think the imperial family will simply stand by and do nothing?” 
 
    “L-Let me go! Let me go!” 
 
    The demons mercilessly beat those who tried resisting, but strangely, didn’t kill them. All the remaining survivors were non-combatants, and it didn’t take much force to subdue them. These people must have survived until now by hiding inside their houses. 
 
    The scout leader and his subordinate did nothing but watch as the demons dragged away surviving citizens of Volkheim City. Nearby, they saw demonic trolls and demonic ogres, and they even saw several tormentors and flesh eaters. 
 
    With just a glance, they knew they would die if they rescued those people. The scouts had already steeled themselves to make necessary sacrifices for this mission. And they didn’t move to save the survivors, despite seeing several children among the group. 
 
    Strange, thought the scout leader. 
 
    He noticed that the ground near the city center had turned dark, as though barren. It felt as though they were moving closer to whatever was sucking the life out of this place, and the number of demons was increasing as they moved northward. 
 
    ‘Boss, over there.’ His subordinate pointed at a large obelisk in the distance. 
 
    Upon seeing it, the first thing that came into the scout leader’s mind was a single word—disgusting. 
 
    The obelisk was made entirely of flesh, and in the opening on its body, tentacles would shoot out every now and then, dragging the living humans below inside it. Fleshy roots spread out on the ground, and although the scouts didn’t know what exactly it was, they understood that the obelisk was responsible for turning the area around it dry and barren. 
 
    ‘B-Boss… t-they’re feeding the survivors to the tower?’ 
 
    After being fed a certain number of humans, the lower portion of the obelisk opened up, giving birth to several flesh eaters. 
 
    The two scouts froze in terror realizing why the demons dragged all the survivors to the center of the city. They realized that the demons didn’t kill all of the humans on purpose. They spared a few, with the goal of feeding them to that grotesque-looking tower. 
 
    There was a significantly lesser number of demons compared to their estimates, but it didn’t make the place any safer. 
 
    The City of Volkheim had become a breeding ground for the demons. 
 
    ‘We’ve seen enough.’ The scout leader sent a signal to the subordinate next to him. ‘We’re returning.’ 
 
    Although they still hadn’t reached the center of the city, the scout leader judged that it would be too dangerous to delve any deeper. They should consider themselves fortunate that they hadn’t been discovered yet, despite the numerous demons roaming about. 
 
    As scouts, they were curious to see what was beyond the center of the city. They wanted to see what was behind that obelisk, and what other kinds of demons occupied Volkheim. Still, despite this, they quelled their urge to explore further. Their priority was to report everything they’d seen here to Prince Quinn. 
 
    After one last look at the obelisk, the two went back to their meeting place and waited for the agreed time to pass. 
 
    “You’re here.” 
 
    Almost half an hour past the agreed time, one of the scouts finally arrived at their convening spot. Unlike the scout leader and the subordinate with him, the scout was injured, and one of his hands was missing. Three large cuts, which seemed to be claw marks, ran across his chest. 
 
    The scout huffed, “Renie is dead. I also saw the other group on my way here, and they, too, didn’t make it.” 
 
    The scout leader furrowed his brows. All the people he brought with him were skilled in their own right. They held a fairly high-ranking position, even within the Silver Palace. Yet, they hadn’t managed to survive. 
 
    “Your potions?” said the scout leader. 
 
    “All broken,” said the injured scout. 
 
    “Here.” The scout leader took a small vial from his pouch and handed it to his subordinate. “After you drink this, we’ll leave immediately. You can fill us in on the details on our way to Kreceir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Boss.” 
 
    The injured scout suppressed a cough. He opened the vial and swallowed its contents in a single gulp. 
 
    It was a highly-coveted potion from the Research Tower of the Empire, and a single one cost at least five gold coins. The scout was thankful that the leader readily handed such a potion to him, after seeing the current state of his body. 
 
    “Haaaa,” the scout heaved a sigh of relief. “I feel a bit better now.” 
 
    The potion’s effect wasn’t instantaneous, but the scout could feel his wounds starting to close somewhat. Although he was now out of harm’s way, he would still need a few days to fully recover. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    With the scout leader at the lead, the group left the City of Volkheim. Just like before, there were no demons past the southern gate, making their escape relatively safe. 
 
    Once the scout leader had ascertained that they’d reached a safe area, he asked the injured scout what happened. 
 
    The scout bit his lip and started recounting everything. 
 
    According to the injured scout, the western part of the City of Volkheim had been completely overrun by the demons. The Residential District had been destroyed, and numerous corpses littered the road. 
 
    The duo managed to get on the battlements, and from there, they saw two fire giants sitting right outside the western gate. Dozens of ghost-like creatures flew about. Parasitic demons, tormentors, and flesh eaters roamed the ground. 
 
    After seeing the state of the western part of the Residential District, the duo decided to move deeper into the city. And from there, they saw the destroyed Maiaka Magic Academy. 
 
    The scout trembled. “T-The demons… They’re intelligent. They purposely didn’t kill the students. Even the headmaster was spared.” 
 
    The leader of the scouts was surprised. He didn’t expect there to be a large number of survivors in Volkheim. 
 
    “The headmaster is still alive?” muttered the scout leader. 
 
    The headmaster of Maiaka Academy was a former Royal Court Magician. Although no longer in her prime, she was still among the most powerful magicians of the Empire. 
 
    “I’m… not sure. She was tied up—half-dead—when we saw her. The demons carried her, along with the surviving students, on their backs. Renie insisted on following after them, but he was discovered and killed by a parasitic demon hiding on the ground. I barely managed to escape.” 
 
    What happened to Renie was unfortunate, but the concern they needed to address the most right now was the goal of the demons in Volkheim City. 
 
    Did they feed the magic academy students to the obelisk, too? 
 
    No. The scout leader was certain that none of the magic academy students were included in the humans fed to the obelisk. Most of the those sacrificed to the living tower were non-magicians. 
 
    Then, where were the demons taking the students? 
 
    They killed the soldiers and civilians, but decided to capture the magicians. This fact alone felt ominous. There was definitely a reason behind this. 
 
    Determinedly, the scout leader said, “Prince Quinn and the general need to hear this.” 
 
    The other scouts agreed. “No matter what.” 
 
    “Faster.” 
 
    Everyone hastened their speed. 
 
    “To Kreceir City.” 
 
    *** 
 
    One day later, Prince Quinn received the scouts’ reports. The information was so alarming that he immediately ordered all officials to convene at the great hall. 
 
    The second prince conveyed to everyone what the scouts had discovered upon going to the City of Volkheim—the status of the city, the obelisk, the casualties, the number of demons, their type and species. He also told them about the students of Maiaka Magic Academy, including what happened to its headmaster. 
 
    Although the report wasn’t as detailed as they initially hoped, largely because only three out of the six scouts returned alive, obtaining this information was still a lot better than them rummaging through the unknown. At the very least, they now had a picture of what was going on in Volkheim. 
 
    Everyone was relieved to learn that there was no immediate threat of the demons attacking them. For some strange reason, the demons decided to stop in Volkheim. They didn’t even move past the southern gate, and most of the demons occupying the city stayed at the city center. 
 
    At the same time, they were terrified, especially after learning that the demons had been capturing magicians. 
 
    The mere thought that one of the former Royal Court Magicians had become the demons’ captive, probably suffering unspeakable horrors right now, brought shivers down their spines. 
 
    “Your Highness, if the number of demons occupying Volkheim is only around thirty thousand, it should be possible for us to retake it,” said one of the officers. 
 
    According to the scouts, the number of demons in Volkheim was significantly less than their initial estimates. Fortunately, it seemed that most of the demons had decided to stay in Meredith City. 
 
    “We have five Royal Court Magicians on our side, and our eighty-thousand-strong army outnumber the demons,” continued the officer. “If we succeed, we would be able to retake the land we’ve lost.” 
 
    General Moldark, who’d been silent until now, spat, “Do not be stupid. We’ve been fortifying Kreceir’s defenses in hopes of fighting a siege advantage. Leave the city? Hah! Young ones nowadays are too naive! Just because we have more soldiers doesn’t mean we can recklessly fight an unknown enemy!” 
 
    Under General Moldark’s gaze, the officer who suggested they attack Volkheim cowered. 
 
    The Royal Court Magicians also scoffed at the officer’s remark. 
 
    “What happened to the magic academy students and the headmaster is unfortunate,” said General Moldark, “but Volkheim has already fallen. It would be foolish of us to risk the lives of our soldiers to rescue them, especially when we do not know much about our opponents.” 
 
    Kreceir was the only city left standing between the demons and the imperial capital. General Moldark knew more than anyone how precarious their situation was. 
 
    If the City of Kreceir fell, the imperial capital would become a naked target for the demons. 
 
    “Esteemed mages of the tower, what are your thoughts?” said General Moldark. 
 
    The Royal Court Magician, Pristina ‘Sword Lord’ Elerick, replied, “We know too little. I believe it would be prudent to send another group of scouts.” 
 
    Pristina was the second youngest Royal Court Magician of the Empire, second only to Jacob ‘Triple Cast’ Fraser. One of the few royal court mages adept with the sword, her ability allowed her to wield six swords at the same time, earning her the title of Sword Lord. 
 
    “I agree with the Sword Lord and General Moldark,” said the Royal Court Magician, Izor ‘Celestial Hand’ Ulvashan. “It’s a shame, but there’s no saving those students now. Let’s send more scouts this time and see what those damn demons are up to in Volkheim. And please, don’t even think of sending the army to that hellhole. I’ll cripple anyone who dares make another stupid suggestion.” 
 
    Prince Quinn readily complied with their proposal. “I understand. I’ll send word to the Silver Palace.” 
 
    “Your Highness, it wouldn’t be good for your reputation if the citizens were to find out that we abandoned the students,” said the deputy commander. “I’ll make arrangements to quell any and all rumors.” 
 
    “Very well. I’ll leave it to you,” said Prince Quinn. 
 
    After discussing several more matters at hand—particularly the state of the defenses of Kreceir, the supplies, and accommodation—the meeting came to an end. Everyone agreed they would investigate Volkheim further, and that they wouldn’t be sending a rescue unit to save the captured students. 
 
    Two weeks quickly passed after the meeting. 
 
    During this time, two significant events transpired in the Empire. 
 
    First, the degree of land corruption started spreading further, eventually reaching the marsh near Andelle Forest. The land within that territory quickly lost all of its vitality, and all plants withered in a matter of days. 
 
    The next batch of scouts found out that the phenomenon was related to the obelisk at the center of Volkheim City. Everyone in Kreceir realized that at this rate, if they did nothing, the degree of corruption would soon reach the farmlands, and maybe the city itself. 
 
    They realized that holing themselves up in the city, hoping to win a defensive battle, would eventually work against them. They needed to address the root cause of this problem. Otherwise, the entire Empire would turn into a dry, barren territory. 
 
    Even Emperor Sylvius voiced his concern over this matter. The Emperor and the Chief Royal Advisor started considering attacking the obelisk in Volkheim to stop the corruption from spreading further. 
 
    And the second significant event… 
 
    The envoys Emperor Sylvius had sent to the Kingdom of Lukas, led by Princess Luna and Jacob ‘Triple Cast’ Fraser, had finally returned to the imperial capital. 
 
    And together with them were Reginald Vont, Captain Symon, and five hundred Blackstone Knights. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
    VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 3 
 
    Despite hardly resting on their way to the Empire, it still took Princess Luna’s group nearly a month to arrive at the imperial capital. 
 
    The City of Paradise—Capital of the Great Empire. 
 
    This city, protected by two huge walls, was seven times larger than the capital of the Kingdom of Lukas. The walls were fortified by magic artifacts, and an elite army numbering over a hundred thousand guarded the city. Home to over three million imperial citizens, it was dubbed as the most prosperous city in the continent. 
 
    Due to its reputation of being the safest place in the Empire, people naturally flocked to the city upon hearing of the tragedies that had befallen Meredith and Volkheim. 
 
    Outside the city, a long queue was seen on the road leading to the southern gate. Merchants, commoners, and nobles alike fell in line, as they patiently waited for their turn to be screened at the entrance. 
 
    When Princess Luna’s group arrived, the people waiting in line naturally turned their attention to them. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Wow! Are they all knights?” 
 
    “Look at the flags! The Golden Crow Merchant Association, the Fourth Tower of Mages, and the imperial family!” 
 
    The flags aside, the five hundred thousand Blackstone Knights, fully clad in plate armor, garnered everyone’s attention. 
 
    They couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was, but an oppressive feeling emanated from the Blackstone Knights. Without a doubt, the one leading the group must be a big shot. 
 
    Had the second prince returned to the capital? As far as they knew, the second prince was currently in Kreceir City. Those in the queue started murmuring to each other, and unfounded rumors quickly spread. 
 
    “Hmmm… the line is quite long,” said Reginald Vont. 
 
    Princess Luna read the words that formed on top of Reginald’s head. 
 
    I’ve been here before, back when I was a kid. But seeing it again… it’s really impressive. I can’t believe I’ve returned, not as a merchant, but as the representative of His Majesty. 
 
    “Please don’t worry, Ambassador,” said Princess Luna. “Those of royal bloodline can always skip queues like this one.” 
 
    Princess Luna decided to show some of her authority. She said to one of her soldiers, “You.” 
 
    “Your Highness!” 
 
    “Contact the guards at the southern gate. Reveal my identity and purpose to them. I want our group to be given prioritized entry—as soon as possible.” 
 
    “As you command!” 
 
    During her time as the leader of the imperial envoy, Princess Luna had come to learn to order the soldiers around comfortably. They were elite soldiers, but before the authority of the crown, they became nothing but henchmen. All she needed to do was be assertive and display dignity befitting an imperial princess. 
 
    While the soldier went to speak with the gate guards, another commotion occurred. 
 
    “Wow, another one?” 
 
    “Damn, I could probably buy a residence in the capital with that carriage!” 
 
    The crowd couldn’t help but stare as a carriage, ostentatiously plated with gold, passed through the road, bypassing those who were in queue. 
 
    No one dared to voice their complaints at this, as the crest on the carriage was that of the imperial family. 
 
    The carriage, escorted by fifteen knights, suddenly stopped next to Princess Luna. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, such rude behavior would warrant the death sentence, but even the soldiers under Princess Luna didn’t dare move, as they didn’t know who was inside the carriage. 
 
    The carriage window opened, and a female voice rang out, “Well, if it isn’t my dear little sister.” 
 
    Princess Luna recognized the voice very well. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius Lockhart Mavis had a total of four daughters. After two died, only two remained. One was Princess Luna, and the other was her half-sister. A woman older than her by three years—Kiera Lockhart Mavis. 
 
    Kiera fully slid open her carriage window. She looked at Princess Luna, at Jacob Fraser, then at Reginald Vont. After seeing the crest on Reginald’s chest, she frowned. 
 
    “I heard you were sent to the Kingdom of Lukas,” said Princess Kiera. She had the same auburn hair and sharp look as the second prince. “It’s only been what, three? Less than four months? What are you doing here in the capital?” Princess Kiera didn’t hide the displeasure in her voice. 
 
    Unlike Princess Luna, Princess Kiera held political might within the nation. She was the sister of the second prince and daughter of the late Empress. After Prince Quinn’s recent achievements, the likelihood of him becoming the crown prince was nearly set in stone at this point. And naturally, Prince Quinn’s authority flowed to his younger sister. 
 
    Most members of high society already belonged to Princess Kiera’s faction. 
 
    “I greet elder sister—” 
 
    “Address me as the first princess,” interjected Princess Kiera. 
 
    Despite the blatant mistreatment, Princess Luna didn’t flinch or falter in the slightest. She was used to this. Just for the fact that she was a lot prettier than Princess Kiera, and that she was a ‘dirty half-blood’, she was frequently bullied. 
 
    One of the reasons she’d been frequently called a bitch and a slut—and other derogatory terms within high society—was because of Princess Kiera. 
 
    The rumors that Princess Luna always flirted with married nobles and that she’d been selling her body to high-ranking government officials were false. It wasn’t Princess Luna’s fault that a baron left his wife just because she smiled brightly at him at a banquet, two years ago. 
 
    “I greet the first princess of the Empire,” said Princess Luna. 
 
    “Hmph,” said Princess Kiera. She opened a steel fan and covered her lower face with it. “You’ve really grown, Luna. When we were young, you couldn’t even look me in the eyes. But now…” 
 
    “Not at all. I wouldn’t dare, First Princess,” said Princess Luna. 
 
    Princess Kiera’s gaze moved from Princess Luna, to Jacob Fraser. The Vice Master of the Fourth Tower of Mages was known for his cold personality, and Princess Kiera knew this wasn’t the place to senselessly utter insults to her little sister. 
 
    Jacob Fraser was exactly her type. 
 
    Young, handsome, intelligent, ambitious, and moreover, powerful. He had everything a woman could ask for. Although there were issues regarding lineage, since he came from a fallen noble house, Princess Kiera was willing to overlook the matter. She could buy him a title later on. 
 
    “It’s been a while, Lord Fraser,” said Princess Kiera. She smiled brightly, like a flower in full bloom. “I’m glad you’ve returned safe and sound from your mission to the Kingdom of Lukas. Do you know how worried I was? When I heard from father that you’d been sent to escort Luna—” 
 
    “It pleases me to hear that, Princess,” Jacob Fraser cut her off. 
 
    Princess Luna stifled her laughter. 
 
    This wasn’t the first time this had happened. 
 
    Princess Kiera cleared her throat in embarrassment. “Anyway,” she diverted the topic, “the lines sure are long.” 
 
    “Yes, First Princess,” said Princess Luna. “I heard what happened to Meredith and Volkheim on the way here. With the threat of demons looming, it’s no wonder the citizens chose to take refuge in the capital.” 
 
    “Refugees? And here I was, thinking the lines are so long because of those useless chunks of armor at the back.” She added in a whisper, “Damn Lukasians.” 
 
    Realizing that Princess Kiera had just insulted the Blackstone Knights, Princess Luna turned cold. Fortunately, Princess Kiera uttered those words in a voice low enough for only the two of them to hear. 
 
    Princess Luna glanced at Captain Symon, terrified that someone as powerful as him had heard. She inwardly sighed in relief upon seeing no change in the captain’s expression. 
 
    During their journey to the imperial capital, Princess Luna had seen the extent of the Blackstone Knights’ abilities. They did not tire, they were absolutely loyal, and they were ridiculously powerful. They were basically living, moving weapons of carnage, and she couldn’t believe that Princess Kiera was foolish enough to insult their group. 
 
    Had she known this, Princess Kiera would probably retract her words and flee in fear. 
 
    Ignorance was truly bliss. 
 
    Princess Kiera stared at Reginald Vont. She said, “If I’m not mistaken, that is the crest of the Kingdom of Lukas.” 
 
    Reginald Vont politely bowed his head. “Yes, Princess. You are correct.” 
 
    Princess Kiera seemed satisfied seeing Reginald bow his head to her. She looked at him from head to foot. “You are?” 
 
    “Reginald Vont, representative of His Majesty, King Lark. I’ve come to the Empire as the Kingdom of Lukas’s Ambassador.” 
 
    “An ambassador.” Princess Kiera squinted. “I’m sure you’ve heard of the current state of our Empire. And you still came here, despite all that?” 
 
    Reginald nodded. “Yes, Princess. Particularly, we came here as military aid for the Empire, as per the will of His Majesty, King Lark.” 
 
    Princess Kiera couldn’t help but scoff. Mocking laughter came out of her mouth. “Military aid?” said Princess Kiera. “Surely, you jest?” 
 
    Even the knights escorting Princess Kiera laughed at Reginald’s words. To them, there was no army more powerful than the Imperial Army. 
 
    Why would they need the help of the Lukasians? 
 
    Despite seeing their reactions, Reginald remained calm and composed. 
 
    As the head of the most powerful merchant group in the Kingdom of Lukas—at least before Big Mona rose to power—Reginald had been in similar awkward situations before. A normal ambassador would be have been uncomfortable addressing this, but to a seasoned merchant like Reginald, this was as easy as breathing. 
 
    “We came here with sincerity, Princess,” said Reginald. There were no fluctuations in his voice, as though he were not perturbed at all. “As I’ve said before, we came to give military aid to the Empire, as per His Majesty, King Lark’s, command.” 
 
    Princess Kiera quickly scanned the Blackstone Knights standing behind the group. “How many soldiers did you bring with you?” she said. 
 
    “Five hundred, Your Highness.” 
 
    The knights escorting Princess Luna snickered. Even Princess Kiera was amused that Reginald Vont could confidently say the words ‘five hundred.’ 
 
    There were over a hundred thousand soldiers protecting the capital. What could five hundred do or contribute? It was nothing but pointless endeavor, she thought. 
 
    “Is that so?” said Princess Kiera. “Well, at least you’re amusing, Mister Ambassador. We’ll be on our way then, little sister.” She added softly, “Lord Fraser, I hope to see you again.” 
 
    “Yes, First Princess,” said Princess Luna. 
 
    “Please take care, Your Highness,” said Jacob Fraser. 
 
    After one last look at Princess Luna’s group, Princess Kiera and her knights went to the southern gate. They bypassed the queue and immediately entered the city. 
 
    By this time, the soldier tasked by Princess Luna to speak with the gate guards finally returned. Beads of sweat were seen on the soldier’s forehead, and his face was pallid. He looked utterly terrified, as though he’d been given the death sentence. 
 
    “P-Princess,” said the soldier. 
 
    “What is it?” said Princess Luna. 
 
    “I-I’ve spoken with the gate guards and…” The soldier nervously gulped. “I apologize, but they strictly told me that they can’t allow us to enter the city right now.” 
 
    “What?” said Princess Luna. She looked at the gate where Princess Kiera had passed through. Without a doubt, this was her doing. 
 
    Did it make sense for mere gate guards to restrict their entry? No sane person would do this, unless they were under the orders of someone way above in hierarchy—either the first princess, the Chief Royal Advisor, the princes, or the Emperor. 
 
    Fed up, Princess Luna decided to speak with the gate guards herself. And as expected, they didn’t budge, despite her coming in person to see them. 
 
    “What do you mean they’re outsiders?” said Princess Luna. 
 
    The gate guards didn’t even call Reginald and the Blackstone Knights envoys, but mere outsiders. This infuriated Princess Luna the most. 
 
    “I apologize, Princess,” said the captain of the guards of the southern gate. “But only imperial citizens are allowed entry into the capital.” 
 
    It was outright hogwash. And the captain of the guards knew this. 
 
    “Did my elder sister order you to do this?” said Princess Luna sharply. 
 
    “N-No, Princess,” said the guard captain. 
 
    “Then, are you telling me that you, a captain of the gate guards, have enough authority to restrict my group’s entry into the capital?” 
 
    The guard captain looked around him, desperately looking for a way out. He felt constricted, sandwiched between the fight of two people with royal blood. 
 
    “I-I apologize, Princess, but we can’t let five hundred unknown soldiers enter the capital. P-Please think of the capital’s security!” 
 
    The part regarding the capital’s security was valid, especially considering the viewpoint of the guards. They were in charge of keeping peace and order in the capital, after all. Still, Princess Luna was sure that had it not been for Princess Kiera, everyone, including the Blackstone Knights would have been given permission to enter the capital. 
 
    Princess Luna knew she couldn’t easily back down here. Otherwise, it would sully her dignity and authority as an imperial princess. 
 
    “You do realize I’m under my father, the Emperor’s, direct command, right?” said Princess Luna. “Bringing them to the capital is part of my mission! Do you plan on going against the words of the Emperor?!” 
 
    Bringing the name of the Emperor in the argument had instantaneous effect. Unable to bear the pressure any further, the guard captain prostrated on the ground. 
 
    “I-I’m really sorry, Your Highness!” 
 
    Princess Luna looked at him coldly. Although he looked pitiful, the fact that he chose to side with her elder sister made him despicable in her eyes. 
 
    “Is apologizing all you can do?” said Princess Luna. 
 
    The scene of the guard captain prostrating before Princess Luna had caused a commotion. Some nosy nobles and merchants started moving closer to look at what was happening near the gate. 
 
    Princess Luna resisted the urge to click her tongue. She was certain that before the day ended, this incident would spread within the capital. 
 
    What moniker would she earn this time? 
 
    “I apologize, Princess! But please, it’s not like I can go against the words of Princess Kiera!” 
 
    Princess Luna scoffed. “So, now, you’re admitting that it was my sister’s orders. You’re afraid of my older sister, but you’re not afraid of me?” 
 
    The gate captain’s face turned paler. “T-That’s not it, Your Highness. Please, it’s not like I have a choice! If Princess Kiera finds out that I went against her orders, my head will roll!” 
 
    Princess Luna read the words that formed on top of the guard captain’s head. 
 
    Fuck. Fuck. Fuck! I was supposed to be on leave today! 
 
    Why do they have to include mere soldiers like us in their power struggles anyway! 
 
    We’ll die, no matter which side we choose. So, wouldn’t it be better to choose the side of the more powerful one? 
 
    These damn royals! 
 
    Damn it! 
 
    Well, the thoughts of the guard captain weren’t wrong. If Princess Luna were in his position, she would have made the same decision. 
 
    The power of the Emperor in this land was absolute. And his direct descendants held enough authority to make the life of a mere guard captain miserable. 
 
    Princess Luna sighed. In the end, she couldn’t bring herself to punish the innocent guard captain. 
 
    “Then, let’s do this,” said Princess Luna. “You said that only imperial citizens can enter the capital right now, but, captain, those soldiers are currently acting as envoys of the Kingdom of Lukas.” 
 
    The guard captain listened silently. Tears had already fallen down his cheeks at this point. 
 
    “Allow them entry. Ten soldiers, two ambassadors,” said Princess Luna. “You can do that much, right?” 
 
    After being nearly ground into dust by the two behemoths of royal bloodline, the guard captain finally saw a way out. He immediately grabbed it. “Of course! If it’s only ten soldiers, it shouldn’t compromise the security of the capital!” 
 
    The gate captain justified the number of soldiers to his advantage. 
 
    “Then, get up,” said Princess Luna. “You’re not going to make us go through that long queue, right?” 
 
    The gate captain stood up and frantically shook his head. “I wouldn’t dare, Princess. As for the remaining soldiers in your group, we’ll make sure they remain as comfortable as possible. We’ll bring them tents to serve as temporary accommodation, Your Highness. And if needed, we can even send servants.” 
 
    By now, Princess Luna was aware that the Blackstone Knights were living suits of armor. Although pitching tents for the knights seemed unnecessary, she deemed that she needed to show at least this much courtesy. In the end, they still represented King Lark, after all. 
 
    She’d seen King Lark in person, and he was nothing similar to the rumors. On the contrary, she believed that the young king was more frightening than her father, the Emperor. 
 
    It was laughable. Had she told this to her younger self three months ago, she would have derided those words. 
 
    After speaking with the gate captain, Princess Luna relayed what happened to Reginald Vont. She’d originally planned on bringing him and Captain Symon inside the capital, but to her surprise, Captain Symon refused. 
 
    “I’ll stay here with the Blackstone Knights, Princess,” said Captain Symon. 
 
    Reginald seemed to have expected this after hearing the Princess’s story, as he didn’t look surprised in the slightest. 
 
    Captain Symon explained further, “Someone needs to say behind. Although those knights look docile, they tend to be dangerous when no one is around to keep them in check.” 
 
    “I agree with Captain Symon, Princess,” said Reginald. “It’ll be best if one of us stays behind to lead the knights. The last thing we want is a scuffle between the imperial soldiers and the Blackstone Knights while the two of us aren’t around.” 
 
    A fight between imperial soldiers and those monstrous suits of armor. 
 
    Just imagining it was terrifying. 
 
    Princess Luna was sure that if such a thing happened, the imperial soldiers would be crippled after the battle. And that was if they were lucky enough to survive the fight in the first place. 
 
    These were the same knights who punched through the bodies of the yetis of Yorkshaire Mountains, as though they were made of parchment. She could only imagine what would happen if those fists hit the bodies of regular soldiers. 
 
    “Then, I’ll leave this place to you, Captain Symon,” said Reginald Vont. 
 
    After picking ten Blackstone Knights to come with him—including the Lord Knight—Reginald said to the princess, “Whenever you’re ready, Your Highness.” 
 
    Princess Luna clenched her fists. “Then let’s go, Sir Reginald,” said Princess. “Let’s meet my father, the Emperor.” 
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    “We’ll go our separate ways here, Princess,” said Jacob Fraser. 
 
    After passing through the southern gate of the capital, Jacob Fraser decided to go to the Fourth Tower of Mages immediately. Princess Luna didn’t seem surprised, and she readily agreed. 
 
    “Thank you for escorting me, Lord Fraser,” said Princess Luna. She tucked her hair behind her ear as she lightly bowed her head. “See you soon at the imperial palace.” 
 
    Fraser nodded at her, then looked at Reginald in acknowledgment. After ascertaining that everyone in their group had safely passed through the southern gate, he cast a movement spell on his body and left. The magicians he’d brought with him followed suit. 
 
    The magicians from the Fourth Tower of Mages parted ways with the group. 
 
    After Jacob Fraser left, the merchants from the Golden Crow Merchant Association also returned to their headquarters in the capital. And now, only Princess Luna and her guards remained with Reginald. 
 
    “Unless summoned,” Princess Luna explained to Reginald, “it will take some time before one is granted audience by my father, the Emperor.” 
 
    “Hmmm… I see,” said Reginald. “Of course.” 
 
    This was natural, for the Emperor was a busy man. People had waited months before being permitted to meet the Emperor—assuming they were granted permission at all. 
 
    “For now, we’ll stay in my estate while we wait for the summons,” said Princess Luna. “This way, Sir Ambassador.” 
 
    Their group traversed through the wide main road leading to the heart of the city. After passing another massive wall, they reached the central part of the capital, where affluent merchants, nobles, and knights lived. Their entourage moved west from there, until they arrived at the princess’s estate. 
 
    Seeing how big the capital of the Empire was, Reginald Vont expected the princess’s estate to be grandiose. 
 
    There were no visible changes in Reginald’s expression, but the words that had formed on top of his head gave him away. 
 
    This… is the home of Her Imperial Highness? 
 
    It’s as big as Baron Morivar’s manor in the capital. 
 
    No, it’s a bit smaller? 
 
    Why is an imperial princess living in such a place? 
 
    The garden was well-kept, and there were guards at the gate, but that was all. The place itself did not have an air of grandeur befitting the daughter of an emperor. 
 
    While Reginald was lost in his thoughts, the head maid and the head butler welcomed the group. 
 
    “Welcome back, Your Highness,” said the butler. 
 
    “Welcome back, Princess,” said the head maid. 
 
    It was only for a second, but Reginald saw Princess Luna’s relief upon seeing the head maid. 
 
    It was strange, but Reginald felt that one of the reasons she hurriedly returned here was to see the head maid’s current state. 
 
    Was he imagining things? 
 
    The way the princess delivered her following words made Reginald doubt what he saw. 
 
    “I’m back,” Princess Luna replied in a cold voice. She introduced Reginald, “This gentleman is Sir Reginald Vont, Ambassador of the Kingdom of Lukas. Make sure to treat him with utmost courtesy and respect, even if he isn’t from the Empire. He is a valuable guest. Any servants caught disrespecting him will be met with appropriate punishment.” 
 
    Selena, the head maid, closed her eyes and bowed at Princess Luna. “Yes, Your Highness. I’ll make sure to tell the other servants.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Aaah…” 
 
    After escorting Reginald and the Blackstone Knights to their lodgings, Princess Luna went back to her room. Without changing clothes, she slumped on her bed. She felt tired, as they’d hurried here while hardly resting. 
 
    “You look tired, Princess,” said Selena. As always, she sounded like a doting mother caring for her sickly daughter. “A warm bath has been prepared. Do you wish to soak your body first?” 
 
    Princess Luna forced herself to sit on the bed. “No, I’ll take a bath later.” 
 
    Her cold voice had vanished entirely. Now that only she and the head maid were in the room, there was no longer any need for pretense. 
 
    “More importantly,” said Princess Luna, “how are you, Selena? I was so worried when I heard that the demons attacked our Empire.” 
 
    The head maid smiled. She was moved upon learning that the princess worried about her, a mere servant. 
 
    “I should be the one asking you that, Your Highness. As you can see, the capital remains safe. And if the demons do come here, the City of Paradise is known to be an impregnable fortress. We’ll be safe as long as we’re inside the city.” 
 
    The imperial capital had never fallen before. 
 
    “Impregnable fortress, huh?” said Princess Luna. “You’re right. What was I thinking?” Princess Luna realized that she’d been worried for nothing. Out of all cities in the continent, this was probably the safest. 
 
    “How was your trip?” said the head maid. “T-The King of Lukas didn’t do anything to Your Highness, right?” 
 
    Her worries were justifiable. 
 
    Although she’d told the princess before that the bad rumors surrounding the Lukasian king were probably false, there could be some truth in them. After all, there was no smoke without fire. 
 
    “No, not at all,” said Princess Luna. “His Majesty, King Lark, turned out to be a lot better than I thought. I must say… I owe him my life, Selena. Had it not been for him, I wouldn’t be here right now.” 
 
    There was a hint of respect and gratitude within the princess’s voice as she uttered the name of the Lukasian king. 
 
    “On the contrary, my father, the Emperor…” 
 
    Princess Luna found it hard to continue. She bit her lip, making it bleed, then recounted everything that transpired to the head maid. 
 
    How the Morton Twins infiltrated their group, how they nearly killed a Royal Court Magician, how they actually planned on killing her, an imperial princess, and how they were subdued by the King of Lukas. 
 
    Like a geyser, everything started pouring out. 
 
    Fear, anger, sadness, dismay, disbelief. 
 
    A sense of abandonment. 
 
    These emotions mixed together and came out along with the princess’s story. 
 
    The man they’d been wary about—the king of the Lukasians—ended up saving her. And the man who ought to be protecting her ordered her death. 
 
    It was a baffling story, and unable to bear it any longer, Princess Luna cried and wailed. The emotions she’d been bottling up burst out, now that she was with the person she trusted the most in the world. 
 
    “Now, now.” The head maid hugged Princess Luna and patted her back. “I’m sorry you had to go through all that, Princess. You’re here now, and you’re safe. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Snot flowed from the princess’s nose as she cried, but she didn’t mind. She was relieved after seeing Selena safe, and after finally returning to her estate. 
 
    Now, all that was left to do was report everything that happened to the Emperor. Thankfully, she didn’t have to do that alone, as Jacob Fraser would be accompanying her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Princess Luna. “I’ve shown my unsightly side to you again, Selena.” 
 
    The head maid gently patted the tears off the princess’s face. “Not at all. When one is sad, it’s normal to cry, Your Highness. And please remember that no matter what happens, I will always be on your side.” 
 
    Princess Luna nodded. Her eyes were puffy after crying non-stop for nearly half an hour. 
 
    Although she held no real political power in this nation, she felt lucky that at the very least, she’d met Selena. 
 
    “Hm? Your bag is glowing, Princess,” said the head maid. 
 
    Princess Luna’s gaze moved to the bag at the foot of her bed. It was faint, but she could see the thing inside it glowing. 
 
    There was only one item that could produce that light. The artifact handed to her by King Lark before she left his kingdom. 
 
    “I’d like you to leave the room for now, Selena,” said Princess Luna. “And thank you… for listening to my story.” 
 
    The head maid bowed. “It’s a pleasure to be your confidant, Your Highness. I’ll keep your bath warm. Please don’t hesitate to call for me whenever you need me.” 
 
    After the head maid left, Princess Luna took the communication artifact from the bag and placed it on top of her bed. The intercity communication device was quite large, around the size of a head. It looked expensive, as its shell was made with steel and mithril, and its core was created using a high-grade mana stone. 
 
    Although she was no magician, Princess Luna had been taught the principles of mana from a young age, since she was a direct descendant of the Emperor. Even though she couldn’t cast spells, she was at least capable of activating the artifact on her own. 
 
    Until Princess Luna finally answered the call, the intercity communication device continued to glow. 
 
    “Your Majesty. It’s me, Luna.” 
 
    This was the third time King Lark had contacted her through the communication device. 
 
    The first time was when she’d just entered the Empire’s border, right after crossing the Yorkshaire Mountain Range. And the second was after she arrived at Crelburg City, around a week ago. 
 
    Back then, King Lark told her he’d finished his business at the nation of beastmen, and that he was returning to the capital of the Kingdom of Lukas. 
 
    He even told her that he could immediately head there to the City of Paradise, if she wished. At that time, Princess Luna adamantly but respectfully refused. She knew that King Lark visiting the imperial capital would only enrage her father. And the Devourer of Lands might interpret it as a declaration of war—a casus belli. 
 
    It was unreasonable and petty, but that’s what made him a madman. 
 
    The Emperor would probably feel insulted that King Lark visited him personally, after killing the Morton Twins. 
 
    The Emperor had become so arrogant and twisted that they had to consider such matters. 
 
    Currently, the best thing to do was for Princess Luna to meet with the Emperor and report everything that transpired during her visit to the kingdom. As for their next step, they’d think of it once the time came. 
 
    “Princess Luna.” King Lark’s voice was heard through the artifact. “It’s been a while. Based on the estimates you told me last time, you should have arrived at the capital by now.” 
 
    Although King Lark couldn’t see her, Princess Luna still decided to show him at least the minimum courtesy. She went down the bed, placed her right hand on her chest, and lightly bowed her head. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. I’ve just arrived at the capital. I’m currently in my estate, along with Sir Reginald. Should I call the ambassador here?” 
 
    “No, there’s no need for that,” said Lark. “I didn’t call you to speak with Reginald. He’s a seasoned merchant. He’ll know what to do once the time comes. And in a sense, this trip is a test for him. It may sound childish of me, but I look forward to seeing how he’ll handle things in the Empire. What will be the results of his visit? I wonder.” 
 
    This was the first Princess Luna had heard of this. “A test,” muttered Princess Luna. 
 
    So, even the ambassador would be fighting a hidden battle as he meets the Emperor. 
 
    “I called you to ask again,” said Lark. His voice had turned a bit serious. “I can go there right now. Are you sure you don’t want me to accompany you as you meet with your father?” 
 
    “E-Eh, m-meet my father?” 
 
    For a moment, Princess Luna misinterpreted his words. Although she knew that King Lark was speaking about a formal meeting between two rulers, it felt as though he was asking her father for permission in marriage. 
 
    It was an absurd thought, she knew, moreover since King Lark was younger than her. 
 
    She’d already told Lark everything she’d heard while their group made their way to the imperial capital. The current state of Meredith City, what happened to Volkheim, and the attempts of the Empire to retake the lands it had lost. 
 
    Princess Luna always insisted to Lark, almost pleadingly, that this was a problem they should solve on their own. She believed the Empire wasn’t so weak as to fall in the hands of mere demons. 
 
    Princess Luna pinched her cheeks and cleared her head of all embarrassing thoughts. 
 
    “I’ll respectfully decline again this time, Your Majesty,” said Princess Luna. “Please rest assured, with the Blackstone Knights you’ve sent to aid us in battle, the Empire will not fall. I’ll persuade my father to utilize them effectively, so we can drastically reduce our casualties.” 
 
    For several seconds, silence fell. 
 
    Eventually, Lark’s voice was heard from the artifact. “You’re quite stubborn.” 
 
    Princess Luna smiled mischievously. “I believe the word is ‘persistent’, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Persistent,” said Lark. “Indeed.” 
 
    “You told me before that the portal’s weak points are the stabilizers near it. It may even be located underground, correct?” said Princess Luna. “If the portal is still open by the time we reach it, the soldiers will be sure to destroy those so-called stabilizers, so please don’t worry. And I’ll make sure to relay this information to my father.” 
 
    Princess Luna added, “Your Majesty, the Empire is vastly superior to the United Grakas Alliance in terms of technology and military might. I understand your desire to come here to help us, but considering the personality of the Emperor, it would only further aggravate the animosity between our two nations. I’ve seen how powerful the Lord Knight is. Just the Lord Knight alone should be capable of tilting the tide of the battle, what more if the five hundred Blackstone Knights joined him?” 
 
    It was surprising how much faith she had in the living suits of armor. 
 
    Well, her confidence in the Blackstone Knights was reasonable. She’d seen how the Lord Knight trashed the Morton Twins, after all. 
 
    “But, Princess, judging by your story, I worry that the Emperor will reject the notion of using my Blackstone Knights in battle.” 
 
    “Please don’t worry. I’ll persuade him somehow, Your Majesty. Please leave it to me.” 
 
    Lark sighed. “Alright. Contact me through this artifact after your audience with Emperor Sylvius.” 
 
    “I will, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Then, we’ll end our conversation here,” said Lark. “Thank you for answering my call, Princess.” 
 
    The mana in the artifact was cut off. 
 
    Princess Luna went to the window, swept open the curtains, and gazed at the garden outside. She vowed to convince her father to utilize the Blackstone Knights in this war, no matter what. 
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
      
 
   
 VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 5 
 
    It has to work. 
 
    Jacob Fraser’s heart pounded as he made his way to the Fourth Tower of Mages in the imperial capital. 
 
    During their journey back to the Empire, Fraser read Lost Paradise, the book gifted to him by King Lark, a total of three times. Fraser found the story depicting the struggles of the main character in the book mundane, almost boring, but what made him read through the book several times were the breathing techniques in the story. 
 
    The mana breathing techniques were described in detail, and true to what King Lark said, they were also applicable in real life. Not only were the mana breathing methods efficient, they were also relatively easy to use compared to what was taught in the magic academies of the Empire. 
 
    Moreover, there was also knowledge regarding herbology, pressure points, and alchemy in the book. And most importantly, details related to the Seven Weeks Disease—the symptoms, the source of the curse, and the three known cures. 
 
    The story in Lost Paradise was fiction, but the trove of knowledge in it was real. 
 
    The book was so invaluable that Fraser couldn’t believe the King of Lukas had made it available to the public. And as though he didn’t mind spreading the knowledge, he handed the book to him, an imperial court magician, for free. 
 
    It was dumbfounding. 
 
    Lost Paradise wasn’t a book one should be able to buy. 
 
    “Welcome back, Vice Master.” The mages of the Fourth Tower greeted Jacob Fraser the moment he entered the tower. 
 
    “Master Haldor has been expecting you. He told us to relay this message: to visit him in his laboratory once you’ve returned.” 
 
    Jacob Fraser frowned. What sort of inhumane experiments was the master up to now? 
 
    “I will,” said Fraser. 
 
    He decided to visit the Tower Master’s laboratory after visiting his research room. 
 
    After that short dialogue, Jacob Fraser went straight to the ninth floor. He dispelled the magic protecting the steel door and unlocked it with a key. He pushed the door open and entered the room. After a soft creaking sound, the door closed behind him automatically. 
 
    Fraser activated the luminous gemstones on the wall, then approached the glass tank filled with clear liquid at the center of the room. Submerged inside was a naked boy in his early teens who held great semblance with Jacob. 
 
    “Blake,” said Jacob Fraser. 
 
    He was Jacob’s younger brother, and one of the remaining survivors of House Fraser. This boy was the sole reason Jacob Fraser agreed to become a Royal Court Magician and a lapdog of the Empire. 
 
    Jacob breathed deeply. He opened the book, Lost Paradise, once more, and read the part relating to the Seven Weeks Disease. Although he’d memorized the methods by heart by now, he wanted to be sure. He felt uneasy, since the moment he removed his little brother’s body from that tank, there would be no turning back. 
 
    “Mushroom’s Revenge,” muttered Jacob Fraser. “What a ridiculous name.” 
 
    Jacob approached the lever next to the glass tank and pulled it all the way down. A rumbling sound was heard. The liquid inside the tank sloshed and bubbled, as it slowly subsided. 
 
    After all the liquid inside the tank had been drained, Fraser opened the glass and took out the unconscious body of his little brother. 
 
    “King Lark,” said Jacob in a trembling voice. “Please, I hope you’re right. If the methods written in this book are true, I will be sure to repay this favor, as long as I’m alive.” 
 
    According to Lost Paradise, there were three ways to cure someone with the Seven Weeks Disease. 
 
    The first was to give the patient a liquefied form of the rare plant called Tears of Ubroxia. This method was out of the question since the plant was so rare it was hard to find one, even in dungeons. According to the book, Tears of Ubroxia normally grew in mana-dense regions. And Fraser would probably need to go to a dungeon where a dragon lived, or somewhere similar, if he wished to find the flower. 
 
    The second method was to burn the body of the patient, killing the roots of the mushroom in the process. Although barbaric, it was straightforward and should be feasible with the help of a healing potion. Fraser decided to use it as a last resort in the event that the last method didn’t work. 
 
    And finally, the third method: manipulate the mana within the patient’s body and forcefully make the mushrooms sprout, then pluck them out. 
 
    The first one aside, the methods sounded so simple, and Fraser realized that the only reason healers weren’t implementing this cure was that they didn’t know the origin of the disease in the first place. 
 
    Who would have expected that the curse, which had a hundred percent mortality rate, was due to a mere mushroom? 
 
    Infuriating. It was preposterous that the Great Empire hadn’t been able to find a cure for the curse despite its long history. There were hardly any records related to the disease in the imperial library. 
 
    It’s not that they couldn’t, thought Fraser. They didn’t bother to. 
 
    Although the Seven Weeks Disease was fatal, only a handful of people had been reported to have acquired it in the Empire. It wasn’t contagious, and the incidence was one in three hundred thousand. From the standpoint of the Empire, it would be a waste of manpower and resources to find a cure for such a rare disease. They would be better off allocating the funds to the development of profitable medicine. 
 
    Well, if a prominent noble caught the disease, the Empire would probably spare some manpower to find a cure for the curse. But nobles didn’t normally go eating unknown mushrooms in the middle of a forest, thus the disease was always contracted by commoners. 
 
    Jacob’s little brother was probably the only exception. 
 
    “Blake, everything will be alright after this.” 
 
    Those words were more of a reassurance to himself than a promise to his little brother. 
 
    Jacob Fraser placed his little brother’s body on a table. He put his index finger on Blake’s forehead and started infusing mana into it, following the pathway written in King Lark’s book. Slowly and carefully, the mana slithered through the boy’s body. It was gradual, but the black and brown patches on the boy’s skin started fading away. 
 
    When ordinary-looking mushrooms started growing out of the boy’s body, and when he plucked them out one by one, but no wounds were created on the skin, Jacob Fraser trembled. 
 
    It was working. 
 
    The flow of mana, the disappearance of the skin patches, and the mushrooms sprouting—the phenomenon was exactly as described in the book. 
 
    By the time Jacob Fraser was done plucking all of the mushrooms, his little brother, Blake, looked like an entirely different person. The boy was still skinny, but he no longer reeked of death or looked as though he would die at any moment. 
 
    It felt surreal that the problem Fraser had been worrying about for years had been resolved easily like this. 
 
    For the first time, Fraser felt gratitude for the Emperor’s decision to send him as Princess Luna’s escort. Had he not met King Lark, he would probably still be lost by now. 
 
    Suspended Animation wasn’t perfect. And intuitively, Fraser had known that his little brother had only a year at most left to live without a cure. Jacob Fraser felt lucky that he’d been sent as one of the envoys and met the King of Lukas, the only person known to have cured the Seven Weeks Disease. 
 
    It felt like a stroke of fate, now that he thought of it. 
 
    The ring of the Vice master he’d given the leader of the information guild felt like a small price to pay, now that his brother was finally healed. Even if he’d been ripped off in that deal, so what? In the end, he obtained crucial information and Lost Paradise from King Lark. 
 
    Jacob Fraser wrapped his little brother in a cloth and gently carried him in his arms. Strangely enough, the boy felt warm. 
 
    “As promised,” muttered Jacob, “I’ll repay this debt back several fold, Your Majesty, King Lark.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It would probably take a few days before the boy regained consciousness, considering he’d been in quiescence for several years. 
 
    After feeding the boy with a healing potion, Jacob Fraser placed him on the bed in his room, then went to the Master of the Fourth Tower of Mages’s laboratory. 
 
    When Fraser arrived at the laboratory, Haldor, the Tower Master, was in the middle of disseminating orders to his assistants. Haldor greeted Fraser the moment he entered. 
 
    “Look who we have here? You’re back, Vice Master,” said Haldor. He stared at Fraser. “Now, that’s rare. It’s my first time seeing a grin on your face.” 
 
    Hearing this, Fraser touched the corner of his lips. He realized he was smiling. Fraser clenched his teeth. Quickly, his smile slid down his face. 
 
    “You’re no fun,” said Haldor. “If you’re happy, smile. What’s there to mull about?” 
 
    Haldor’s snake-like eyes formed crescents. He told his assistants to disperse and do their assigned tasks. 
 
    “Did something good happen in the kingdom of the damn Lukasians?” 
 
    Fraser didn’t immediately answer. 
 
    There were three people Fraser was most wary of in the Empire. The first was Emperor Sylvius, the second was the Chief Royal Advisor, and the third was this old man. 
 
    The Master of the Fourth Tower was a sly fox who wouldn’t hesitate to murder innocent people—whether women or children—to further his goals. He was a madman in pursuit of knowledge, and Fraser was aware of all the atrocities he’d been committing in his laboratory. 
 
    How could Fraser not be aware of them? Out of his desperation to find a cure for Blake, he’d assisted Master Haldor in his experiments, after all. 
 
    “There’s no such thing,” said Fraser with a straight face. 
 
    He felt indebted to King Lark, and divulging information to the Tower Master felt like a betrayal. 
 
    “Hmmm…” Master Haldor rubbed his chin. His bald head looked greasy, as though he hadn’t taken a bath for a week. Fraser judged that the master must have been cooped up in this laboratory for quite some time. 
 
    “Is that so? And here I was, expecting some interesting news. Won’t you tell me? Oh, Vice Master, you’ve become cold.” 
 
    Fraser frowned. “Tower Master, I still need to meet with His Majesty, the Emperor, after this. Please get straight to the point.” 
 
    Haldor chuckled. “Surely you jest.” He waved his right hand, finding Fraser’s words ridiculous. “I doubt the Emperor will grant you audience so soon anyway. Even the first and second princes do not have such a privilege. That aside, here—follow me.” 
 
    Fraser wordlessly followed Master Haldor. The laboratory was large, occupying three floors in the tower. Every now and then, the master would holler at his assistants they passed along the way, telling them to move faster. 
 
    Looking at the assistants frantically moving about, Fraser was reminded of worker ants. They seemed more like slaves than mages, but Fraser didn’t pity them in the slightest. 
 
    All of the assistants in this laboratory had killed innocent people. Without exception, they were fanatics who shared the same goal as Haldor. 
 
    “We’re here.” 
 
    Haldor stopped in front of a two-meter tall creature shackled by several thick steel chains. Its body was muscular, and its grey skin was devoid of any hair. With two large fangs, a pair of short horns, sunken eyes, long fingers, its bulging blue veins spread throughout its body. Its black eyes glared murderously at the Master of the Fourth Tower. 
 
    It was a tormentor. The demonic species that lived in the Red Tower of the Demon Realm. 
 
    “A demon,” said Fraser. 
 
    Haldor grinned. “That’s correct.” 
 
    Although it was Jacob Fraser’s first time seeing one, being aware of the current events and the master’s personality, it wasn’t hard to deduce the creature’s identity. This was within Fraser’s expectations. He knew a man like Haldor wouldn’t pass up on this opportunity to study the bodies of demons. 
 
    “I pulled some strings to smuggle this precious thing to this laboratory,” said Haldor. “Beautiful, isn’t it? That body. Those eyes that seem to want to murder me.” 
 
    Haldor touched the chest of the tormentor, tracing his fingers up and down its torso. 
 
    The tormentor growled. 
 
    “Oh my! How energetic! We’ll be seeing each other every day, so don’t worry.” 
 
    As though the tormentor knew of its impending fate, it desperately tried unshackling itself, but to no avail. The steel chains were artifacts created by the mages of the Fourth Tower to capture large monsters. Even a demon would have a hard time getting out of its binding. 
 
    “It’s not the only one. Follow me, Vice Master.” 
 
    Haldor led Fraser into a room on the uppermost floor of the laboratory. In there, numerous demons were seen submerged in glass tanks. 
 
    Parasitic demons, sky demons, flesh eaters, lesser demons, and a demonic ogre. 
 
    Amazingly, although greatly weakened, they were all alive. 
 
    The ability to smuggle all of these demons into the capital showed how much power the Tower Master held in the Empire. 
 
    “Isn’t it exciting? I’ve run several experiments on them, and I’m surprised by the results every single time.” Haldor laughed. “Particularly, the mana cores in their body stand out.” 
 
    It was not their regenerative ability or their physical strength, but their mana core that stood out the most. 
 
    An interesting find, Fraser thought. 
 
    Haldor handed Fraser the documents containing the detailed results of the experiments. After skimming through it, Fraser learned that the cores of the demons were several times more compact than the mana centers of humans. 
 
    “Why are you showing these to me?” said Fraser. 
 
    Although he’d participated in similar experiments before, Fraser found it odd that the Tower Master was willingly showing him the results of his research. 
 
    “Good question,” said Haldor. He took out a gemstone from the inner pocket of his robe. After applying mana into it, the gemstone glowed and emitted rays of light, forming translucent images. 
 
    The images hovering in the air were the same ones Haldor showed to Emperor Sylvius back in the throne room of the imperial palace. 
 
    “Does it look familiar? Of course, it should,” said Haldor. “It’s a city you’ve been to before, Vice Master. The so-called Second Wall of the Empire—Meredith City.” 
 
    Jacob’s eyes widened. He’d heard that the demons had taken over the City of Meredith several weeks ago, but he’d never expected it to be in such a state. Looking at the numerous demons roaming about, the number of corpses, and the barren-looking ground, the city was no different from a dead land. 
 
    House Fraser owned several estates across the Empire before its downfall, and one of them was located in Meredith City. 
 
    Jacob had been there several times before, and he knew how prosperous the city was under the leadership of the First Tower of Mages. 
 
    But looking at the images, it was apparent that it had been ravaged to the ground by the demons. 
 
    “Look over here.” Haldor manipulated the images, focusing on the fleshy obelisk. “That thing used to be the First Tower of Mages. See those fleshy tentacles? I have a simple task for you: obtain me a sample.” 
 
    Jacob clenched his jaw. 
 
    Although Master Haldor said it was a simple task, this mission was tantamount to suicide. 
 
    Now that his little brother had been healed, Jacob Fraser no longer had any reason to accept these unreasonable demands. 
 
    Master Haldor seemed to have expected Jacob to refuse, and he seemed to be enjoying this. He added, “If you do so, I’ll give you a lead to the person who killed your parents.” 
 
    Fraser froze. 
 
    Killing intent oozed from his body. 
 
    Lightning crackled underneath his feet, and wind started spinning around him, sweeping the documents away. A sword of ice started forming in his right hand as he glared fiercely at Master Haldor. 
 
    There were two reasons why House Fraser fell. First was the massive debt the family incurred ten years ago, which hadn’t been paid in full even now. In order to pay for this, the creditors took the Fraser family’s assets—their estates, mines, and farmlands. 
 
    And the second was the death of Jacob’s parents, and his maternal grandfather. 
 
    The ability to triple cast was inherent in the family, and due to this, the Frasers were known to be powerful magicians. This was why Jacob refused to believe that his parents and his grandfather all died when their estate caught fire. 
 
    It was ridiculous. 
 
    A magician died from a house fire? 
 
    Jacob firmly believed that foul play was involved, but he temporarily set aside his revenge in order to focus on curing his little brother. 
 
    “What did you say?” muttered Jacob coldly. He never expected to find a lead here, of all places. 
 
    “I said I will give you information regarding the ones who killed your parents,” said Haldor. He didn’t seem flustered even when Jacob pointed the ice sword at his throat. “But you know the rules of our tower, Vice Master. Nothing is free. Give me what I want, and I’ll give you the information you need to exact your revenge. Equivalent exchange. Sounds fair, no?” 
 
    Haldor touched the tip of the ice sword with his index finger. The finger bled, and the blood that dripped down it quickly froze. 
 
    Haldor coaxed Fraser further. “Obtain a sample of that fleshy obelisk for me,” said Haldor. “Who knows? Maybe by studying it, we’ll finally be able to find a cure for the Seven Weeks Disease. Think of your little brother, Jacob. You’re running out of time, aren’t you?” 
 
    Jacob retracted his ice sword. Thankfully, it seemed that Master Haldor was unaware that he’d successfully cured his little brother. 
 
    Jacob wryly smiled as he thought how ridiculous this situation was. It was absurd that the King of Lukas gave him the cure to the Seven Weeks Disease readily, without asking anything in return, while the Tower Master was coercing him into a mission that had a high chance of killing him. 
 
    The stark difference between the two was like night and day. 
 
    Before coming here, Jacob was still pondering whether he should pledge allegiance to King Lark. But the current situation solidified his resolve. 
 
    There was no longer any sense in serving the Empire and staying in the Fourth Tower. 
 
    “Thank you, Master Haldor,” said Jacob. 
 
    He thanked the Tower Master for helping him make up his mind, for firming his resolve, but the Tower Master misinterpreted Jacob’s words of gratitude. “It’s only natural for me to help you, Vice Master. Now, I want you to go and get me a sample of that flesh. You can do that much, no? As a gift, I’ll tell you this: the person responsible for the death of your parents is someone you know.” Haldor chuckled. 
 
    For a moment, Jacob had an urge to force the information out of the Tower Master. But doing so in this place would be foolish. Not only was the Tower Master stronger than him, he also had control over all the defensive artifacts in this laboratory. Moreover, he wouldn’t be able to fight properly while protecting his little brother. Knowing Haldor’s personality, he would surely use the boy against him. 
 
    Fighting against Haldor meant fighting against the entire Fourth Tower. 
 
    The best course of action was evident. 
 
    “I will obtain it for you, but—” 
 
    In the end, Jacob reined in his anger. 
 
    “—Keep your word,” said Jacob. 
 
    “Of course,” said Haldor. “When have I ever lied to you? I’ll give you the information you need, Vice Master. Just be sure to obtain that sample. And who knows? Maybe I’ll even help you with your revenge, if I’m satisfied with the results of your mission.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
      
 
   
 VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 6 
 
    “Princess, His Majesty, the Emperor, has summoned you.” 
 
    Surprising news since it had only been two days since they’d arrived at the capital. Emperor Sylvius was a busy man, and considering the current predicament the nation was facing, she hadn’t expected to be granted an audience this soon. 
 
    “We have three hours,” said the head maid. “Please get ready, Your Highness.” 
 
    Princess Luna nodded. “The preparations for Sir Reginald?” 
 
    “The other maids are taking care of the esteemed guest as we speak,” said Selena. “They’ll make sure he looks presentable before meeting His Majesty. The etiquette instructor has already briefed the ambassador. Please be at ease.” 
 
    Princess Luna did not know much about the customs of the Lukasians, but for an imperial subject, one must undergo thorough preparation before meeting the sovereign. 
 
    There were several rules, but most of them boiled down to these: one must be impeccably dressed, one must surrender all weapons before entering the imperial palace, and one must show utmost courtesy when meeting the royals. 
 
    These were stringent rules, and there had been several occasions when people were cut down right where they stood for not adhering to them. 
 
    The Emperor was the Sun and the Moon of the nation. His words were law, and with a single command, hundreds of thousands of soldiers would heed his call. 
 
    The Devourer of Lands. 
 
    A whimsical madman who controlled a fifth of the continent’s land. 
 
    After the necessary preparations, Princess Luna and Reginald Vont left the estate and arrived at the imperial palace. 
 
    Princess Luna had been several times before, but only after she’d visited the Kingdom of Lukas did she understand how massive the imperial palace was. 
 
    The right wing of the imperial palace alone was twice the size of King Lark’s castle. Moreover, there was also the left wing, the central palace, the sun palace, the moon palace, the royal mausoleum, the imperial pantheon, the Imperial Knights Order, and the Fourth Tower of Mages. 
 
    The sheer size of this place demonstrated the wealth and power of the Empire. 
 
    After disembarking from the carriage, Princess Luna observed the Lukasian ambassador. She expected him to be fidgety and anxious, but to her surprise, he did not seem uneasy at all. Princess Luna did not know where his confidence came from, but Reginald was unexpectedly calm, as though he did not fear the upcoming meeting with the Emperor. 
 
    Princess Luna read the words that had formed on top of the ambassador’s head. 
 
    I see. The right wing is connected to the headquarters of the Imperial Knights Order. 
 
    And the left wing is connected to the Fourth Tower of Mages. 
 
    Based on the flags, the central palace is protected by the royal guards. 
 
    It’s overkill. 
 
    Combined with the imperial soldiers protecting the capital, the imperial palace is basically an impregnable fortress. The Emperor is practically untouchable with all these powerful forces protecting him. 
 
    For a few seconds, Princess Luna gazed bewilderedly at Reginald. She didn’t know how the ambassador had managed to put all that information together in such a short period of time, but it was all correct. 
 
    It was surprising that instead of trembling from trepidation, he was analyzing the structure of the imperial palace. The ambassador’s composure was comparable to that of the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    His calm demeanor and ability to calmly assess his surroundings were probably among the reasons King Lark entrusted him with this mission. 
 
    “Let’s go, Sir Reginald,” said Princess Luna. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    After entering the imperial palace, a chamberlain escorted them to a sitting room. Jacob Fraser was already inside, silently sitting on the couch as he waited for the princess and Reginald to arrive. He stood up the moment the group entered. 
 
    “Ah, Lord Fraser,” said Princess Luna. 
 
    Jacob Fraser nodded politely. “Princess.” He turned to Reginald and added, “Sir Ambassador.” 
 
    “It’s been a while, Lord Magician.” 
 
    After that short exchange, the chamberlain cleared his throat. With unfriendly eyes, he scanned Reginald from head to foot. He didn’t hide his contempt and disgust for the foreign dignitary. 
 
    The chamberlain cleared his throat, raised his chin, and said, “As per the Emperor’s command, only Princess Luna and Lord Fraser shall be allowed inside the throne room.” 
 
    Princess Luna glared at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Despite being subjected to the Princess’s gaze, there was no change in the chamberlain’s expression. “It is as you’ve heard. I’m only following His Majesty’s will, Your Highness. Again, only you and Lord Fraser shall be permitted inside.” 
 
    “What kind of—” 
 
    “Please do not question the will of His Majesty, Princess Luna,” said the chamberlain sharply. “The ambassador from the Kingdom of Lukas shall stay here in the sitting room. Whether or not he’ll be able to meet the Emperor will be up to His Majesty. The ambassador should consider it an honor that he has stepped foot inside the imperial palace in the first place.” 
 
    How arrogant. 
 
    It was outright disrespect on the part of the Empire. They called Princess Luna and the ambassador here, only to announce that he hadn’t been granted permission to meet with Emperor. 
 
    Princess Luna gritted her teeth as she gazed apologetically at Reginald. Had she known this would happen, she wouldn’t have brought him here. 
 
    Even if Reginald Vont was a commoner, a mere head of a merchant guild, currently, he was acting as ambassador to the Kingdom of Lukas. And Princess Luna believed he should be treated respectfully as such. 
 
    This subtle persecution was tantamount to spitting in King Lark’s face. 
 
    Princess Luna wanted to protest, but she knew she did not have much political power. The chamberlain seemed to know this, and this was the reason he could act so smugly as he delivered the Emperor’s decree. 
 
    The chamberlain treated Jacob Fraser with reverence, Princess Luna with appropriate respect, and Reginald with undisguised contempt. 
 
    How disgusting. 
 
    Princess Luna said softly, “I’m sorry, Sir Reginald. I didn’t know…” 
 
    Before Reginald could utter a reply, the chamberlain cut through the conversation. “Lord Fraser, Princess, the Emperor is waiting. Please follow me.” 
 
    Princess Luna frowned. 
 
    In the end, she said resignedly, “Lead the way.” 
 
    After leaving the sitting room, the group passed through a series of hallways, eventually arriving at the throne room on the ground floor of the central palace. 
 
    The door to the throne room, made of steel and gold, was five meters wide and seven meters high. Four royal guards, clad in full plate armor, stood beside it. The royal guards stood ramrod straight, halberds in hand. 
 
    “I’ve brought Lord Fraser and Princess Luna,” said the chamberlain to the royal guards. “Relay the word.” 
 
    “Understood!” 
 
    The royal guards relayed word of the Princess’s arrival. After some time, the group received permission to enter the throne room. 
 
    “The Emperor has granted his permission,” said the royal guards. “Princess Luna, Lord Fraser, please enter.” 
 
    The royal guards pushed the massive door open, revealing the throne room of the imperial palace. A luminous artifact hovered above, and a wide red carpet was spread from the entrance, leading all the way to the throne where the Emperor sat. 
 
    Several prominent figures were inside the throne room, along with the Emperor. 
 
    First was the maternal uncle of Princess Kiera, the Sword Saint of the Empire and commander of the imperial knights, Isaac ‘The Emperor’s Sword’ Segarus. The second was the Chief Royal Advisor, and the third was General Lazarus. With a glimpse, Princess Luna also saw a military officer, who appeared to be from the second prince’s army, judging by his uniform, standing next to the general. 
 
    Heads bowed, Princess Luna and Jacob Fraser walked forward. Upon reaching an appropriate distance, the two knelt before the crown. 
 
    “We greet the Sun and Moon of the Empire, His Majesty, Emperor Sylvius Lockhart Mavis!” The two greeted the Emperor in unison. 
 
    Several seconds of silence fell. Princess Luna could feel the Emperor’s gaze on her. 
 
    In a deep voice, the Emperor spoke, “Raise your heads.” 
 
    Princess Luna and Jacob Fraser raised their heads. Upon seeing the Emperor, Princess Luna was flustered. 
 
    Large bags were underneath the Emperor’s eyes, as though he hadn’t slept for several nights. The creases on his face seemed more numerous than before, and his skin was pale and dry. The Emperor seemed to have aged several years in the short period of time Princess Luna hadn’t seen him. 
 
    Although the Empire tried not to show it, the fact that the Emperor looked this haggard went to show the grave predicament they were in. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Luna?” said Emperor Sylvius. “Is something wrong with my face?” 
 
    Princess Luna hastily shook her head. “Not at all, Your Majesty!” 
 
    “Is that so?” said Emperor Sylvius. “How about you, Fraser? Is something wrong with my face?” 
 
    Jacob Fraser said without hesitation, “You look terrible, Your Majesty.” 
 
    A smile slowly formed on the Emperor’s face. He nodded approvingly. “That’s right. This is why I like you, Fraser. You’re not afraid of me, unlike the other Royal Court Magicians. How… amusing. You’re really starting to resemble Haldor as time passes by.” 
 
    “I’d rather not be compared to the Fourth Tower Master, Your Majesty,” said Jacob in a displeased voice. 
 
    “Of course.” The Emperor smirked. “Who’d like to be like Haldor? That bald, sinister-looking old man.” 
 
    Surprisingly, the Emperor was more talkative than before. 
 
    “I’ve already heard from my men what happened in the Kingdom of Lukas,” said the Emperor. “But I still wish to hear the recount from your own mouths. Report.” 
 
    The imperial soldiers who accompanied Princess Luna to the Kingdom of Lukas must have already told the Emperor everything. The Emperor had also already received the vials and the mandrake roots King Lark gave them. 
 
    Therefore, this audience was simply meant to verify and corroborate their findings. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” Princess Luna swallowed the lump in her throat. 
 
    After steeling herself, she started recounting everything that transpired in the Kingdom of Lukas: From their journey from Andora Port to Kalavinka Port, their journey to the Kelvin Duchy and the fate of the slaves in the Kingdom of Lukas, all the way to their arrival at the kingdom’s capital. 
 
    Princess Luna told the Emperor of the red dragon and the dwarves’ arrival, the mountain of corpses on the carts that were meant to be gifts for King Lark, and even the subservient attitude of the red dragon. She also recounted how the Morton Twins disguised themselves as imperial soldiers, infiltrated the Alchemy Tower and nearly killed Lady Ropianna, one of the Royal Court Magicians of the kingdom. She told the Emperor about the battle between Elias Farsight, the patrol, and the Morton Twins that ensued afterward. 
 
    In the end, King Lark showed up, and the Lord Knight, which accompanied him, easily subdued the Morton Twins. 
 
    Near the end of her story, Princess Luna recounted how King Lark benevolently offered military aid to their nation, after seeing signs of the portal opening, and how he readily gave them the cure for the parasitization. 
 
    According to King Lark, he did not wish for the downfall of the Empire. And to prove his sincerity, he sent five hundred Blackstone Knights as reinforcements for their country. 
 
    Throughout Princess Luna’s recount, the Emperor remained silent. He frowned every now and then, and he sometimes smiled in amusement. 
 
    Other people would probably find it hard to interpret the Emperor’s reactions, but Princess Luna knew exactly what was on her father’s mind. The blotches of ink that continuously formed words on top of the Emperor’s head gave his thoughts away. 
 
    And contrary to his calm appearance, the Emperor was fuming inside. 
 
    Fucking trash. 
 
    Those damn twins! Not only did they fail to kill King Lark, they allowed themselves to be captured by the enemy! 
 
    King Lark probably knows that I sent the twins to kill either him or Luna. 
 
    But he still sent the cure for the parasitization, and went as far as send half a thousand knights as reinforcement? 
 
    Damn fool. 
 
    It’s disgusting, but no matter. If the Lord Knight is powerful enough to easily subdue the Morton Twins, it should be useful. 
 
    Those Blackstone Knights. I’ll use them well. 
 
    Let’s use them as meat shields as we recapture Volkheim. 
 
    While listening to Princess Luna’s story, the Emperor was already devising a plan to use the Blackstone Knights to reclaim Volkheim City. Of course, he planned to do it in the most reckless way possible. It was apparent that he planned on making sure the Blackstone Knights would be annihilated by the demons. 
 
    Still… I can’t rest easy until I see it with my own eyes. 
 
    Fortunately, Sword Saint Isaac Segarus and the army stationed in the Everfrost border have returned. 
 
    I’ll use the Sword Saint to measure the power of those Blackstone Knights. 
 
    Or should I gauge their strength by making Isaac fight against Symon instead? 
 
    Based on Princess Luna’s story, Captain Symon was the former leader of the royal knights of the Kingdom of Lukas. A man who held a similar rank to Sword Saint Isaac. 
 
    Well, Captain Symon was the royal knight leader of a small, insignificant nation. Emperor Sylvius doubted he was a match for Sword Saint Isaac at all. 
 
    Sword Saint Isaac had long surpassed the realm of mere humans. Not only was he well-versed in military tactics, he was also powerful enough to be included in the continental rankings of the Council of Scholars. 
 
    The ninth strongest man in the entire continent. 
 
    ‘The Emperor’s Sword.’ 
 
    Although weaker than Master Harris of the First Tower of Mages, he was a tactical weapon capable of annihilating armies on his own. The knight captain of a kingdom wouldn’t be a match for him at all. 
 
    “Fraser, I’m curious,” said Emperor Sylvius. “What do you think? Who would win in a fight between Isaac and Captain Symon?” 
 
    It was a tricky question, but Jacob Fraser didn’t think too much about it and gave his honest thoughts. “Sword Saint Isaac would win without a doubt, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius believed so, too. He added another question, “How about against the Lord Knight?” 
 
    Jacob Fraser paused, looked Isaac Segarus in the eyes, then turned his gaze to the Emperor. 
 
    “The Lord Knight would win, Your Majesty.” 
 
    That answer took everyone by surprise. Jacob Fraser sounded so certain about it that veins started forming on Sword Saint Isaac’s forehead. 
 
    That damn imperial court magician. 
 
    How did he dare compare him to that so-called Lord Knight? 
 
    Emperor Sylvius smiled in amusement. “Luna.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” said Princess Luna. 
 
    “The man called Reginald Vont is here in the imperial palace?” said the Emperor. He already knew this, but asked regardless. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” said Princess Luna. “The ambassador is currently waiting in the sitting room in the annex of the central palace. As for Captain Symon, he opted to stay outside the capital to oversee the Blackstone Knights.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Emperor Sylvius stroked his beard. “I wish to speak with Reginald. Bring him to me.” 
 
    “I shall summon him immediately, Your Majesty,” said General Lazarus. 
 
    After disseminating the orders, the royal guards immediately escorted Reginald Vont to the throne room. 
 
    Reginald thoroughly followed the etiquette the instructor taught him. Without making eye contact, he approached the throne and knelt at an appropriate distance. 
 
    “I greet the Sun and Moon of the Empire, His Majesty, Emperor Sylvius Lockhart Mavis!” 
 
    “Raise your head. Let’s cut the useless trivialities.” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius got straight to the point. He didn’t bother thanking Reginald for the cure for the parasitization, and for sending Blackstone Knights as reinforcement for their country. 
 
    “Ambassador, Vice Master Fraser here seems to believe that your Lord Knight is stronger than Sword Saint Isaac.” 
 
    Reginald’s eyes widened. He gazed bewilderedly at Fraser. The magician was a man of few words, and Reginald didn’t expect Fraser to take their side in this matter. 
 
    “Since you’ve sent your knights as reinforcements for our Great Empire, isn’t it only natural that we first test how strong they are? Otherwise, it’ll only be detrimental to utilize them in battle, should they turn out weaker than our soldiers.” 
 
    The Emperor said in a domineering voice, “So, how about this? Let’s see who’s stronger between the Lord Knight and Sword Saint Isaac. Consider this an honor. If the Blackstone Knights turn out to be useful, we shall use them in battle, as King Lark wished.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
      
 
   
 VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 7 
 
    Back when Reginald was a kid, when he was still living in the Empire, there was a time he looked up to Sylvius Lockhart Mavis. Emperor Sylvius was just a prince back then, but he’d already amassed numerous achievements that dwarfed his competitors. 
 
    But meeting him now, Reginald couldn’t help but feel disappointed. It felt underwhelming. 
 
    The Emperor’s request seemed petty, to the point of being childish. Surely, there were other ways to verify the strength of the Blackstone Knights rather than fighting against Sword Saint Isaac. Fighting in a duel shouldn’t be the only way for them to demonstrate their capabilities. 
 
    It was funny. Rather than terrifying, Reginald found the Emperor somewhat pathetic. He realized that King Lark’s calm and collected voice whenever he spoke with his vassals was more frightening than the Emperor’s domineering voice. 
 
    There was something bone-chilling whenever King Lark spoke to him, as though the young king could read his thoughts. 
 
    “Ambassador…” Princess Luna’s voice brought Reginald out of his stupor. 
 
    Reginald realized he’d been silent for quite some time and hadn’t answered the Emperor. 
 
    Reginald said apologetically, “I apologize. As the representative of the kingdom, it isn’t easy for me to come up with a decision regarding this matter, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “How indecisive,” said the Emperor, displeased. “At this point, the answer to my offer should be obvious, Ambassador. What’s there to think about?” 
 
    It was true, but Reginald knew he couldn’t carelessly accept the Emperor’s demands. 
 
    In the end, although they came here with the intent of acting as reinforcements, this was still enemy territory. If the Emperor wished to, he could easily make arrangements to kill the delegation from the Kingdom of Lukas. 
 
    Reginald said carefully, “But Your Majesty, do we really need to go this far? Surely, there are other ways to verify the strength of the knights we’ve brought with us?” 
 
    “I know,” said the Emperor. “But hearing how confident Vice Master Fraser is that the Lord Knight will win against Sword Saint Isaac, I can’t help but be curious. And I’m pretty sure the Sword Saint here wants to verify it himself, am I right?” 
 
    Isaac Segarus remained silent, but it was easy to see that he’d been infuriated by the idea that he would lose to some nameless knight from the Kingdom of Lukas. 
 
    Seeing the Sword Saint’s expression, and hearing the words of the Emperor, Reginald realized that there was no alternative or way out of this. 
 
    Well, they could always refuse the duel and return to the kingdom, but doing so would only further solidify Big Mona’s power. Reginald knew if he failed this mission, if he didn’t meet King Lark’s expectations, he wouldn’t have a second chance. 
 
    Big Mona had already swallowed most of the small merchant groups in the kingdom. 
 
    This was the only chance for Reginald to regain the power his family had lost to Big Mona. Once he’d proved his worth to King Lark through this mission, it would be easy to stop Big Mona from siphoning the Vont Family’s power further. The outcome of this mission would dictate the Vont Family’s survival. 
 
    “I understand,” said Reginald to the Emperor. “This may be impertinent of me, but please promise me one thing, Your Majesty. Please do not take it against us, no matter the result of the duel.” 
 
    Reginald decided to negotiate at least this much. Without such reassurance, it would be too risky on their part to participate in this match. 
 
    “Of course,” said the Emperor. “You have my word.” 
 
    “I am grateful for His Majesty’s benevolence,” said Reginald. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor, who’d been standing to the right of the Emperor, leaned closer and whispered a few words. 
 
    The Emperor nodded, seemingly amused, then said to Reginald, “I will assure your safety no matter the outcome of the battle. But let’s add a few rules to the match, shall we? If the Lord Knight manages to land even a single blow to Sword Saint Isaac, I will honor your will to participate in the war and put you under the direct command of the first prince or the fifth Prince. You can decide which of my two sons you wish to serve under. But if you can’t put a single scratch on the Sword Saint, you and your delegation shall return home.” 
 
    Reginald masterfully controlled the expression on his face. He nearly frowned upon hearing the Emperor’s rules. 
 
    Before coming here, Reginald contacted the information guilds of the kingdom and asked for all available information related to the Empire. He’d also asked Princess Luna and Jacob Fraser about the Emperor and the other prominent figures of the Empire. 
 
    Naturally, he’d heard of the five princes. 
 
    The second prince was the most outstanding of them all, and currently, his position was already solidified after repelling the parasitic demons. Everyone knew it was only a matter of time before he would be officially granted the position of crown prince of the Empire. 
 
    On the other hand, the first prince, the oldest son, was an indolent, talentless man who’d failed the military academy several times. 
 
    The fifth prince was no better. Not only was the fifth prince slothful, he was also known to be a drunkard who drowned himself in alcohol day and night. 
 
    Although the Emperor made it sound as though he was doing them a favor, Reginald knew all three choices were unfavorable to them. Even if they won, they would be incorporated into the armies of the first prince or the fifth prince. And if they lost, they would have no choice but to return to their kingdom without achieving anything. 
 
    That damn sly fox. 
 
    It was apparent that the Emperor had no intention of letting them participate properly in this war. All of this was nothing but a game to him. 
 
    The only saving grace right now was how the Emperor was gravely underestimating the strength of the Blackstone Knights. 
 
    “I understand,” said Reginald. “We shall accept the rules of this battle.” 
 
    In the end, Reginald had no choice but to accept these unfavorable terms. 
 
    The Emperor said, “We’ll hold the duel tomorrow, three hours after dawn, at the arena in the Imperial Knights Order.” 
 
    The Imperial Knights Order was located within the imperial palace. It was so big that it had its separate training hall and arena. 
 
    The Emperor purposely scheduled for tomorrow, so more people could watch the battle between the Sword Saint and the Lord Knight. 
 
    *** 
 
    After meeting with the Emperor, Reginald returned to Princess Luna’s estate. Princess Luna didn’t accompany him, as she still had other matters to attend to. 
 
    Reginald immediately went to the room where the Lord Knight was staying. It was quite luxurious, comparable to the room Reginald was currently using. 
 
    Although it was a living suit of armor, the maids weren’t aware of that, and thus made sure to give the high-ranking knight the best accommodation possible. 
 
    The Lord Knight was standing by the window when Reginald entered its room. Peculiarly, it seemed as though it had been looking at the garden below. 
 
    “It’s strange,” said Reginald, after closing the door. “You’re starting to resemble a human more and more as days pass by.” 
 
    The Lord Knight was far more intelligent than the Blackstone Knights. Reginald was sure of it. The only question was how sentient this creature was. 
 
    Reginald gazed at the bed. As expected, it hadn’t been touched by the Lord Knight even once. This massive suit of armor had probably been standing here all this time. 
 
    “You’ll be fighting tomorrow,” said Reginald. 
 
    The eyes of the Lord Knight glimmered for a split second. 
 
    “The opponent is a man called Isaac Segarus, Sword Saint of the Empire,” said Reginald. “He’s a famous knight. A very powerful one at that.” 
 
    Reginald moved closer to the Lord Knight. He looked outside, particularly at the garden the Lord Knight had been looking at. 
 
    Reginald turned to the Lord Knight and looked it straight in the eyes. “From your perspective, this might sound strange coming from me, but… I don’t trust humans. I know that given the chance, the Sword Saint will probably kill you.” Reginald placed a hand on the Lord Knight’s spaulder. “I’ve seen how strong you are. I’ve seen how you punched through the mountain yetis’ bodies with your bare hands.” 
 
    Even now, the image of the Lord Knight punching effortlessly through the bodies of the yetis of Yorkshaire Mountains remained vivid in Reginald’s mind. It was the first time Reginald had seen a creature who perfectly embodied the words carnage and slaughter. 
 
    Although Sword Saint Isaac Segarus was renowned not only in the Empire, but also in the entire continent, Reginald believed that the Lord Knight wouldn’t be one-sidedly beaten. 
 
    The conditions of the duel were favorable to them, despite the Emperor believing otherwise. 
 
    Touch the Sword Saint’s armor or body? Make a scratch on his skin? How laughable. The Lord Knight should be capable of at least that much. 
 
    Did they overestimate Isaac Segarus’s ability? No, probably not. 
 
    The Sword Saint was strong in his own right. It was only natural to believe in one of the strongest humans in this land. 
 
    In the end, the Emperor’s fault lied in underestimating the Lord Knight. 
 
    Reginald said to the Lord Knight, “My only request for you is this…” 
 
    It was a request, not an order. Although Reginald held the highest authority in the army sent to the Empire, he knew he did not hold absolute command over the Blackstone Knights. 
 
    The Lord Knight, in particular, was intelligent, and Reginald did not want to get on its wrong side. 
 
    “…Don’t kill the Sword Saint,” said Reginald. 
 
    Those words showed how highly Reginald regarded the Lord Knight. 
 
    “Even if he tries to kill you, don’t decapitate him,” said Reginald. “Control your strength. Although the Emperor assured our safety no matter the outcome of the match, I doubt we’ll be able to leave this place alive if the Sword Saint ends up dying. Well…” Reginald laughed. “You’d probably be able to escape on your own, but I doubt you’d do that.” 
 
    Captain Symon wouldn’t be able to watch the fight tomorrow, as he had no choice but to oversee the hundreds of Blackstone Knights outside the capital. 
 
    The ten Blackstone Knights—including the Lord Knight—would be all Reginald had with him tomorrow. 
 
    Well, Princess Luna and Jacob Fraser would probably be there to watch, but in the end, those two were still part of the Empire. Although he’d grown closer to them during their travel, Reginald knew not to trust others easily. 
 
    Humans were spiteful creatures capable of treachery. 
 
    “Defeat the Sword Saint, but do not kill him,” said Reginald to the Lord Knight. “Can you do that for me?” 
 
    The eyes of the Lord Knight flickered several times. After several seconds of silence, it groaned, as though it understood Reginald’s words. 
 
    A smile of relief slowly formed on Reginald’s face. The heavy pressure pushing down his shoulders was finally lifted. 
 
    “I’ll leave it up to you, partner,” said Reginald. 
 
    *** 
 
    The day of the battle came. 
 
    Reginald, together with the ten Blackstone Knights, was led to the arena in the headquarters of the Imperial Knights Order. 
 
    The servants, squires, and imperial knights they passed by the along the way stopped and stared at their group. The Blackstone Knights alone looked imposing, and when combined with the Lord Knight at the front, the group looked overwhelming. 
 
    Reginald fully utilized this fact as he confidently strode toward the arena. He deemed that giving everyone the impression that their army was powerful would be advantageous in the long run. 
 
    After all, deals could only be made when two sides were equal. 
 
    “This is the waiting room,” said the butler who’d been guiding Reginald’s group. “Swords, axes, spears. Any and all weapons are allowed during the battle. If you need any of them, please do not hesitate to tell me. I shall be waiting outside. I shall also be the one to inform you once the duel is about to start.” 
 
    The treatment of the butler was a stark contrast to the treatment of the chamberlain. He was polite and didn’t openly show disgust, despite Reginald being a Lukasian. 
 
    Was it due to the strict rules of the Imperial Knights Order, or was it due to the nature of the upcoming battle? Reginald wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Reginald. “But as for weapons, the ones we have will do.” 
 
    “Certainly,” said the butler. “Again, please don’t hesitate to call me should you need anything.” 
 
    The butler left. 
 
    Reginald sat on the couch. He looked at the Lord Knight and said, “You remember what I told you yesterday, right? No killing. Don’t kill Sword Saint Isaac, no matter what.” 
 
    Unlike before, the Lord Knight didn’t respond. There was not even a groan. 
 
    Did it understand what he just said? For a moment, Reginald started to worry. 
 
    Things would end up okay in the end, right? 
 
    Reginald sighed. For half an hour, he waited in the room, unable to drink the refreshments prepared on the table. 
 
    Even he, a seasoned merchant, couldn’t help but feel pressured, now that the duel was looming. 
 
    “Sir ambassador, it’s time.” 
 
    Finally, the butler returned and informed him that the duel was about to start. 
 
    “I’ll lead the way,” said the butler, “Please follow me.” 
 
    With the butler at the lead, Reginald and the Blackstone Knights passed through a long stone corridor. Eventually, they arrived at one of the many entrances leading to the arena. 
 
    Reginald halted his steps the moment he saw the crowd. 
 
    There were easily over a thousand imperial knights in the audience seats, and the majority of them were looking in his direction. 
 
    “We’ve prepared front seats for you, Ambassador, esteemed knights,” said the butler. “This way, please.” 
 
    The butler asked the Blackstone Knights to sit several rows behind the VIP seats. As for Reginald, he was asked to sit in front, right next to the Emperor. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, this would have been an honor of a lifetime. It was not every day that one gets to sit next to the Emperor like this. But currently, Reginald couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable with the seating arrangement. It felt as though the Emperor wanted to see up close the expression Reginald would make once the Sword Saint defeated the strongest of the Blackstone Knights. 
 
    “I greet the Sun and Moon of—” 
 
    “Enough with that,” said the Emperor. “Sit down.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Did you get a good night’s sleep?” said the Emperor, smiling. 
 
    There was something sinister within that smile. It felt as though the Emperor was mocking him. 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Reginald. “The accommodations prepared for us by the princess are quite comfortable.” 
 
    The Emperor didn’t seem pleased with Reginald’s answer. He gave a half-hearted reply, “Is that so?” 
 
    “The Sword Saint is here!” 
 
    “Sir Isaac!” 
 
    “I can’t believe that less than a year after I was accepted into the order, I’ll be able to witness Sir Isaac’s swordsmanship with my eyes!” 
 
    “Haha! He isn’t even wearing his armor!” 
 
    The crowd turned rowdy the moment Isaac Segarus arrived. As though telling everyone that this was just an ordinary fight to him, Isaac Segarus was not wearing his armor. Instead, he wore training clothes, his sword strapped on his waist. 
 
    Sword Saint Isaac Segarus’s armor, crafted by the most famous blacksmith of the Empire, was made with mithril and steel. Some considered it a national treasure of the Empire. 
 
    The Sword Saint must have judged it was overkill to use them in a mere duel. Naturally, the members of the Imperial Knights Order thought the same. 
 
    “The Sword Saint has arrived,” said the Emperor. “Then, Ambassador, shall we start?” 
 
    Reginald breathed in deeply. He nodded, then gave the signal to the Lord Knight. 
 
    The Lord Knight ran ahead, and without hesitation, jumped down into the arena. It was a height of ten meters, and the massive living suit of armor naturally made a loud thud sound upon landing on the ground. 
 
    “How barbaric,” said the Emperor, amused. “You see, Ambassador… the champion of the coliseum, Scarface, has become too strong. Watching his fights has become boring recently. I’m glad to find a fight that will entertain me.” 
 
    The Emperor gave the signal to Sword Saint Isaac. Just like the Lord Knight, the Sword Saint didn’t use the main entrance and simply jumped down into the arena. 
 
    The imperial knights that filled a third of the spectator’s seat cheered. 
 
    The Emperor took out a voice-amplifying artifact. He said, “The participants have gathered. This match will determine whether or not the Lukasian army will be given the chance to participate in this war. Our war.” The Emperor emphasized his last two words. 
 
    Seeing the expressions of the imperial knights in the audience seats, it was apparent that they, too, were displeased. They did not like another nation meddling with their affairs. They, too, believed that their military was more than enough to handle the matter with the demons. 
 
    “The rules are simple,” said the Emperor. “If the Lord Knight manages to land a single blow against Sword Saint Isaac, we shall allow the Lukasian army to join the forces of either the first prince or the fifth Prince.” 
 
    Hearing this, some of the spectators snickered. They, too, realized that the terms were against the Lukasians. They knew how incompetent the first and fifth princes were. 
 
    “But if the Lord Knight is unable to do so, the ambassador and his men shall leave the Empire at once and go back to their homeland.” 
 
    The spectators cheered. 
 
    Some of them jeered, “Go back!” 
 
    “We don’t need your help, Lukasians!” 
 
    “Pummel that arrogant knight to the ground, Sir Isaac!” 
 
    The Emperor said, “If all participants are ready”—He raised his hand and waved it down—“let us begin the duel.” 
 
    The gong was struck, marking the start of the battle between the Sword Saint and the Lord Knight. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
    VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 8 
 
    Powerful men recognize each other. 
 
    These words were especially true for Isaac Segarus, Leader of the Imperial Knights Order and Sword Saint of the Empire. Although he looked calm and nonchalant, the moment he saw the Lord Knight from afar, he realized this would be a dangerous fight. 
 
    Back when Jacob Fraser said the Lord Knight would win against him, Isaac simply dismissed it as the arrogance of a fool, but now, seeing the Lord Knight in the flesh, he realized there was basis to those words. 
 
    The Lord Knight wasn’t an opponent he could fight carelessly. Sword Saint Isaac knew intuitively that the outcome of the match wouldn’t be pretty if he didn’t go all out in this battle. 
 
    This was the third time Sword Saint Isaac Segarus felt such an oppressive feeling. 
 
    The first was when he met the Voiceless One of the Principality in a formal gathering, and the second was when he fought against the chief of the White Stream Oasis. And now, this Lord Knight was added to the list of those monsters. 
 
    His Majesty was too rash. 
 
    This is dangerous. 
 
    Forget about the conditions of the battle, that thing can kill me if I make a single mistake. 
 
    Sword Saint Isaac Segarus didn’t show it, but his muscles stiffened out of primal fear the moment he got to the arena. 
 
    He started regretting not wearing his armor, as he doubted his training clothes would be enough to protect him should he make a mistake. 
 
    Thankfully, he’d brought his sword. It was a quality sword made with thousand-year-old steel and mithril. A sword that would never break in the middle of a battle. 
 
    The voice of the Emperor resounded with the help of an artifact. “If all participants are ready…” 
 
    Sword Saint Isaac Segarus placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “…Let us begin the duel.” 
 
    The moment the signal to start was given, an absurd scenario unfolded before everyone’s eyes. 
 
    The Lord Knight, who’d been standing thirty meters away from the Sword Saint, shot forward with a speed that should have been impossible with its size. The ground it previously stood on formed cracks, its body blurred, and it easily closed the distance. 
 
    Upon reaching the Sword Saint in mere seconds, the Lord Knight clenched its fists, pulled its arm back, and punched the Sword Saint with all its might. 
 
    The Sword Saint quickly unsheathed his sword, infused mana into it, and deflected the attack by redirecting its trajectory upward, creating a momentary opening in the Lord Knight’s defenses. Sword Saint Isaac quickly created a sword of mana on his free hand, and using it, stabbed the chest of the Lord Knight. 
 
    The sword of mana exploded, creating a shockwave upon impact. 
 
    It should have pierced his opponent’s armor, but all it did was push back the enemy. The Lord Knight skidded several meters backward, its feet creating marks on the ground. 
 
    The explosion created by the sword of mana would be powerful enough to blow the body of an imperial knight into pieces, but it didn’t faze the Lord Knight. 
 
    What the hell is that thing? 
 
    Even after receiving that attack head-on, there was nothing but a very small, inconspicuous cut on its armor. Sword Saint Isaac Segarus realized that mana flowed continuously through that armor, strengthening it severalfold. 
 
    The Lord Knight’s eyes flickered. It leaned forward, planted its right foot firmly on the ground, and shot toward Sword Saint Isaac. 
 
    It moved with the same ridiculous speed, and started swinging its fists with a single-minded focus. Its technique was crude, barbaric, but its strength and speed more than made up for it. 
 
    Sword Saint Isaac Segarus skillfully weaved left and right, sometimes redirecting the attacks with his sword, sometimes dodging by moving his body as minimally as possible. 
 
    Never once did the Sword Saint attempt to block the Lord Knight’s attack. He knew that if he did, he would end up flying even if he blocked it with his sword. 
 
    The Sword Saint waited patiently for an opening. He’d already ascertained that his opponent’s skill was on par with an apprentice knight at most. 
 
    The Lord Knight was agile, strong, and durable—but that’s all. It did not have the battle experience, martial arts, and sword technique Isaac Segarus had honed for decades. 
 
    Sword Saint Isaac continuously channeled mana into his sword, sharpening the blade severalfold as he waited for a gap in his opponent’s defenses. 
 
    There. 
 
    After several exchanges, Sword Saint Isaac finally saw an opening. Right after a wide swing of the Lord Knight’s fist, the Sword Saint stepped to the side, raised his sword high, and swung it with all his might. 
 
    It was an attack that prioritized sharpness over power, and it struck the Lord Knight right in the chest, going down until its lower abdomen. 
 
    The Sword Saint smirked, seeing the large cut he’d inflicted on the Lord Knight’s armor. 
 
    According to their intel, although these living suits of armor seemed immortal, it was possible to kill them by cutting their torsos in half. The late General Alvaren managed to do it, and so should Sword Saint Isaac. 
 
    Well, there was the question whether or not a maginus was needed, but that would be for the Sword Saint to find out. 
 
    The Lord Knight groaned softly and took several steps back. It looked at the large cut on his torso. 
 
    “It’s a pity,” said Sword Saint Isaac Segarus. “I was aiming to bisect you with that strike.” 
 
    Although the attack managed to inflict a large cut on the Lord Knight, it didn’t manage to bisect its body in half. 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    After finally getting used to the Lord Knight’s strength and speed, Sword Saint Isaac started his counterattack. 
 
    “Let’s end this.” 
 
    With his sword sharpened to the utmost limit with mana, the Sword Saint dashed forward, closing the distance between him and his opponent. 
 
    Every now and then, the Sword Saint would purposely leave an opening to bait the Lord Knight to attack, and using the opening created after evading, he would strike back. 
 
    This simple technique worked wonders, as injuries started accumulating on the Lord Knight’s body. Most of the cuts were shallow, but there were several strikes that left deep cuts on the Lord Knight’s steel armor. 
 
    Seeing the Lord Knight being pushed back, the imperial knights watching the duel cheered. The crowd became rowdy. They were ecstatic. 
 
    “Haha! As expected of the Sword Saint!” 
 
    “Sword Saint Isaac! Just kill him!” 
 
    “He can’t even land a single blow on the Sword Saint!” 
 
    The cheers were music to the Emperor’s ears. Without bothering to hide the glee on his face, he looked at the Lukasian ambassador sitting next to him. “It seems to be our win, Ambassador,” said the Emperor, laughing. He added mockingly, “At this rate, the Lord Knight will end up dying before the duel ends. But, how about this? If you beg for it, I’ll be willing to let that Lord Knight live.” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius looked forward to the expression Reginald Vont was going to make as he said those words. 
 
    Anguish, despair, regret, fear—he wanted to see it. 
 
    But contrary to his expectations, the ambassador didn’t seem perturbed at all. Reginald looked calm as he watched the duel in the arena below. 
 
    The Emperor added, “Ambassador, it’d be a shame if the Lord Knight ends up dying in this battle.” 
 
    Still gazing at the battlefield, Reginald replied, “Isn’t it too early to be celebrating, Your Majesty?” 
 
    The Emperor frowned. “What?” 
 
    Being mocked so blatantly, Reginald started getting infuriated. He came here as the representative of the kingdom, and any snide remarks thrown at him were tantamount to throwing mud at King Lark. 
 
    It was outright disrespectful. 
 
    Sometimes, he wondered why His Majesty, King Lark, was going this far to help these ungrateful bastards. 
 
    “Before coming here, I asked the Lord Knight to hold back,” said Reginald, in a voice louder than usual. He purposely let those nearby hear his remarks. “Otherwise, he might accidentally kill Sword Saint Isaac.” 
 
    With just a few words, Reginald easily achieved his desired effect. 
 
    The imperial knights nearby looked in his direction, glaring at him. The Emperor’s gaze turned more hostile. 
 
    If looks could kill, the imperial knights would have murdered him several times by now. 
 
    “The excuse of a sore loser, Ambassador,” said the Emperor coldly. 
 
    No matter how they looked at it, there was no way the Lord Knight was holding back its strength. Everyone could see that it was struggling to keep up with the Sword Saint’s movements. 
 
    The Lord Knight hadn’t managed to land a single blow against the Sword Saint. 
 
    It was stronger in terms of brute strength, but that alone wouldn’t be enough to win this battle. After all, strength was useless if it couldn’t hit its opponent. 
 
    Reginald looked at the Emperor and said, “Your Majesty, if you guarantee our safety even after accidentally killing the Sword Saint or gravely injuring him in battle, and if you guarantee our right to participate in the war after winning the duel, I’ll immediately order the Lord Knight to go all out.” 
 
    The Emperor said in a low, deep voice, “There are limits to jokes, Ambassador.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare jest with Your Majesty.” 
 
    The Emperor observed Reginald. The ambassador didn’t flinch despite the hostile gazes of the Emperor and the imperial knights. 
 
    That calm, unyielding gaze. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius wanted to crush and crumple it. He wanted to see what the ambassador would look like once the Sword Saint defeated the Lord Knight after going all out in battle. 
 
    “Very well,” said the Emperor. “I will not hold you accountable no matter the outcome of the duel. Now, show me.” 
 
    Reginald had been waiting for this moment. 
 
    The Emperor was a madman, and there was no knowing what he would do should the Lord Knight end up gravely injuring the Sword Saint. 
 
    Before coming here, Reginald had concocted this plan to make the Emperor acknowledge the outcome of the match, even if it ended up unfavorable to the Empire. 
 
    He needed those words of reassurance, heard by the nearby imperial knights. 
 
    Reginald stood up, bowed his head, and said to Emperor Sylvius, “Once again, thank you for your benevolence, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Reginald raised his voice, “Lord Knight.” 
 
    Like a loyal soldier prioritizing the words of its master above all else, the Lord Knight immediately disengaged in battle and leaped several steps back. It looked at Reginald. 
 
    “We’ve been given permission by His Majesty.” Reginald made sure to emphasize those words. “We won’t be punished even if you end up killing Sword Saint Isaac.” 
 
    His words caused an uproar. The imperial knights watching the duel had never heard such arrogant words. 
 
    “You can go all out.” 
 
    Hearing those words, the Lord Knight’s crimson eyes glowed brightly. Mana started surging out of its body, covering its armor completely. 
 
    A roar so loud it shook one’s insides came out of the Lord Knight’s mouth, reverberating in the arena. “GRUUUAAAHHH!” 
 
    The living suit of armor no longer looked like a proper, dignified knight. Now, it appeared like a rabid, wild, murderous beast, thirsting for blood. 
 
    Sword Saint Isaac Segarus instinctively took a few steps back as he watched the changes unfolding before his eyes. The mana surging out of the Lord Knight’s body started repairing its armor. As though a skillful blacksmith was mending it, the cuts on its body started closing at a visible speed. 
 
    The Lord Knight unsheathed the weapon on its back—a steel claymore with edges coated in an unknown black metal. It had never used its weapon before. And it was only pulling it now after being given permission by Reginald. 
 
    Bloodlust oozed out of the Lord Knight. The bloodlust was so thick and oppressive it immediately shut the mouths of the spectators. 
 
    The entire arena turned dead silent, and only the sound of the Lord Knight as it walked toward Isaac Segarus, sword in hand, was heard. 
 
    The mana gushing out of the Lord Knight’s body started flowing to its sword, coating the claymore with an erratic, blue sheen. 
 
    Again, the Lord Knight roared, “GRUUAAAAH!” 
 
    The pressure sweeping through the arena rose severalfold. It was so oppressive that the weaker knights instinctively lowered their heads, their faces pallid, afraid of accidentally meeting the Lord Knight’s gaze. The hairs on their skin bristled. 
 
    The Lord Knight was about to charge in when a shout was heard. 
 
    “THAT’S ENOUGH!” 
 
    The Lord Knight halted, intelligent enough to understand the words that echoed in the arena. It looked in the direction the voice came from. 
 
    It was from the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    “Gaillart, what are you doing?” said Emperor Sylvius. 
 
    “I believe it’s time to stop this match, Your Majesty,” said Gaillart, the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    Gaillart had been serving as Emperor Sylvius’s right hand since he was the crown prince of the Empire. A kingmaker who’d paved the bloody road for Emperor Sylvius, making it possible for him to triumph over his competitors. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius was angry that Gaillart interfered with the duel at the last moment, but he decided to listen to the Chief Royal Advisor’s reason regardless. 
 
    “The mere fact that the Lord Knight managed to last this long against Sword Saint Isaac proves the Lukasian army’s strength,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “Your Majesty, I believe they’re qualified to help us in this war.” 
 
    There was a deeper meaning behind those words, the Emperor knew. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius had known Gaillart for a long time. He could easily tell there were words he wished to convey, but currently unable to do so due to the presence of the Lukasian ambassador. 
 
    Did the Chief Royal Advisor fear that Sword Saint Isaac would lose? 
 
    Did he fear that Sword Saint Isaac Segarus would be overpowered by the Lord Knight? 
 
    It was a vexing decision, but the Chief Royal Advisor must have his reasons. The Emperor would talk with him regarding this matter later, but for now, he deemed that it would be best to follow Gaillart’s advice. The Chief Royal Advisor was the most intelligent man in the Empire. If he’d judged it best to stop here, then it must be right. 
 
    The Emperor nodded at the Chief Royal Advisor, then looked at Reginald. “Ambassador, I also believe it’s time to end this match.” 
 
    Truthfully, the Emperor wanted the duel to continue, but the Chief Royal Advisor wouldn’t have interfered with the battle without a reason. 
 
    Reginald fell silent for several seconds. Eventually, he nodded and said, “If that is the will of Your Majesty.” 
 
    Reginald said to the Lord Knight, “The duel is over. That’s enough.” 
 
    The Lord Knight immediately obeyed Reginald’s command. The bloodlust oozing out of its body vanished entirely, and it sheathed its claymore into its scabbard. 
 
    The pressure that swept through the arena dissipated. 
 
    It was an anticlimactic end. 
 
    The Emperor heard a soft sigh of relief come out of the Chief Royal Advisor’s mouth. Now he’d taken a closer look, the Emperor realized the Chief Royal Advisor’s face was pale, as though he was utterly terrified. There were even beads of sweat on his forehead. 
 
    Was the Lord Knight really that dangerous? Now that the duel was over, the Emperor had no immediate way to know. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re stopping the duel?” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “It’s the Chief Royal Advisor…” 
 
    “Things were just getting exciting!” 
 
    “And the Sword Saint was winning, too!” 
 
    Naturally, murmurs of dissatisfaction started filling the arena. To placate this, the Chief Royal Advisor spoke using a voice artifact. 
 
    “This marks the end of the duel between the Lord Knight and Sword Saint Isaac Segarus,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “I’m sure most of you are dissatisfied with this, but this is not only my will, but the will of the Emperor.” 
 
    Throwing in the name of the Emperor was more than enough to quell any and all dissatisfaction. No one among the imperial knights was foolish enough to go against the words of the ruler of the Empire. 
 
    In this nation, the word of the Emperor was absolute. 
 
    “All spectators in this duel will be given priority in using the advanced training chamber for the next two months,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “And five lucky knights will be randomly picked to be trained by the Sword Saint for an entire week.” 
 
    The imperial knights who’d watched the duel were satisfied. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor didn’t have the Sword Saint’s consent for this training, but he was certain Isaac Segarus wouldn’t mind. After all, he’d just saved him from that Lord Knight. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor met Isaac Segarus’s eyes. The Sword Saint nodded, wordlessly agreeing to the conditions spouted by the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” said the Chief Royal Advisor, handing the Emperor the voice artifact. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius stood up. His gaze swept through everyone. “This concludes the duel. As agreed beforehand, the Lukasian army shall be incorporated into either the first prince’s or the fifth prince’s army. Under my decree, I am giving them permission to participate in this war against the demons.” 
 
    The Emperor gazed at the Lord Knight, then at Reginald. 
 
    “Which of the two armies to choose,” said the Emperor, “will be up to the ambassador to decide.”   
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    Dismayed by the result of the duel, the Emperor left the arena soon after the battle was concluded. He wanted to discuss things privately with the Chief Royal Advisor, particularly regarding why he decided to interfere with the match. 
 
    Before leaving with his men, the Emperor told Reginald he was free to choose which of his two sons to serve under. And that he needed to come up with a decision by the next day. 
 
    Reginald felt as though a storm had just passed. Finally, he could breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    Although being enlisted under the first prince or fifth prince wasn’t ideal, it was still far better than returning to the kingdom without achieving anything. At least, with this, he’d managed to get the approval of the Emperor. 
 
    Now, all that was left was to choose which of the two princes to serve. 
 
    “First, I need to report this to His Majesty,” said Reginald. 
 
    Princess Luna gave him the intercity communication artifact after arriving in the capital of the Empire. Using it, Reginald planned on contacting King Lark and reporting everything that had transpired so far. 
 
    If he were lucky, maybe King Lark would be kind enough to impart his knowledge. Maybe King Lark could help him choose between the two princes. 
 
    “Come up here,” said Reginald. 
 
    With that single command, the Lord Knight, who’d been standing still at the center of the arena, returned to Reginald’s side. 
 
    “We’re going back.” 
 
    Ignoring the stares of the imperial knights, Reginald and the Blackstone Knights left the arena. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Welcome back, Ambassador,” Princess Luna greeted Reginald the moment he returned to the estate. 
 
    “Your Highness,” said Reginald. 
 
    “I heard what happened,” said Princess Luna. Her gaze moved to the Lord Knight silently standing behind Reginald. “I can’t believe you managed to corner Sword Saint Isaac.” 
 
    “News sure travels fast,” said Reginald. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised that Princess Luna heard the news already. Although she didn’t hold much power, she was still part of the imperial family. 
 
    “And I wouldn’t dare say we managed to corner the Sword Saint in battle, Princess.” Reginald said those words as there were servants nearby. It wouldn’t do them any good if rumors started spreading in the capital that they’d been mocking the Sword Saint after the duel. 
 
    “We were simply lucky that the Chief Royal Advisor acknowledged the strength of the Lord Knight,” said Reginald. 
 
    “If the ambassador says so…” said Princess Luna. 
 
    She understood why Reginald chose to downplay his achievements. There was no longer any use in showing off, now they’d managed to get the Emperor’s approval for them to participate in this war. 
 
    The princess stared at Reginald for several seconds. She said to the servants, “All of you, except for the head maid, leave us.” 
 
    The maids and butlers nearby bowed and accepted her command. 
 
    After the servants left, Princess Luna said, “Selena, cast a silence spell.” 
 
    The head maid nodded her head. “Understood, Princess.” 
 
    The head maid was an adept mage before becoming a servant, and she easily cast a silence spell in the area. Now, no matter how hard they tried to eavesdrop, no one aside from them would hear their next conversation. 
 
    Princess Luna said in a serious tone, “Ambassador, no matter what happens, please make sure to choose the fifth prince.” 
 
    Reginald wasn’t expecting the princess to say these words. He was initially leaning toward the idea of enlisting under the first prince, as he had a larger army than the fifth. 
 
    Why was Princess Luna suggesting he choose that drunkard instead? 
 
    “The fifth prince…” said Reginald. “Can you tell me why, Princess?” 
 
    “Currently, my oldest brother, the first prince, has five thousand soldiers under his command,” said Princess Luna. “It’s a pitiful amount compared to the second prince, who commanded over almost a hundred thousand soldiers as he is tasked with defending Kreceir City, but it’s still larger than the fifth prince’s army. After all, he has only a thousand soldiers under him.” 
 
    A thousand soldiers. 
 
    It was a pitiful amount—the bare minimum given to an imperial prince. Some of the barons of the Empire had a larger army. 
 
    The fifth prince was a known drunkard and womanizer. He was so incompetent that he’d never made it past the entrance examination to the military academy, and he was so talentless that his swordsmanship instructors gave up on him. 
 
    It was well known that the majority of his monthly allowance was spent on drugs, gambling, and women. 
 
    “This is a secret not known even by my father, the Emperor,” said Princess Luna. “The fifth prince is the most talented, intelligent, and competent among all of my brothers.” 
 
    Reginald was taken aback by this sudden revelation. 
 
    ‘All of my brothers.’ 
 
    Those words meant that the fifth prince was more remarkable than the second, who was said to be the next crown prince of the Empire. 
 
    The way the princess delivered those words made it sound as though she was sure. But the question of how she knew this secret, when the Emperor was unaware, remained. 
 
    “That’s a bold claim, Princess,” said Reginald. “But how can I trust those words?” 
 
    It was only natural for Reginald to question the authenticity of her words. After all, his decision tomorrow would be crucial to whether they would be able to properly contribute to this war. 
 
    It would be foolish of him to trust the words of another party without verifying them first. 
 
    No matter how powerful the Blackstone Knights were, if they ended up in the wrong army, they wouldn’t be able to achieve anything noteworthy in this war. 
 
    Reginald feared what would happen to the Vont Family should he return empty-handed to the Kingdom of Lukas. There was no way Big Mona would miss that opportunity to deal the final blow to his family. 
 
    “The Emperor has eyes and ears not only in the Empire, but through the entire continent,” said Reginald. “I apologize, but it’s hard to believe that His Majesty remains in the dark regarding this.” 
 
    “I understand your doubts, Ambassador,” said Princess Luna. “And should you choose the first prince, I will have no complaints. I’m just saying that you should consider the fifth prince first.” 
 
    The princess added, “Did you know, ambassador? There used to be eight princes in the Empire. But now, only five remain. One died after his carriage fell off a cliff, one died from a stray arrow during a hunting competition, and one died in his sleep.” 
 
    Reginald listened attentively as Princess Luna continued. It was something he already knew, as he’d gathered information regarding the Empire before coming here. 
 
    “Those were no accidents, and everyone knows it,” said Princess Luna. “Even the Emperor knows those princes were assassinated. But what did he do? Nothing. In the end, he considered the princes who died in such pathetic ways as nothing but trash that needed to be discarded.” 
 
    The Emperor was cruel not only to his enemies, but also to the members of his family. He rose to the position of emperor by getting rid of his competitors, and he believed it only natural for his sons to do the same. 
 
    The Emperor’s silence when his sons died was implicit approval on his part. 
 
    He believed in the continuation of the bloody imperial succession, as this was the only way for the Empire to remain strong and survive. Only those who were qualified should ascend the throne for the Empire to maintain its hegemony in the continent. 
 
    “Who killed them? The first prince? The second prince? The third prince? Or maybe the Emperor himself?” said Princess Luna. “The answer to that question doesn’t matter. It’s not what’s important.” She continued, “Ambassador, because he’s known as a drunkard and a talentless hack, the fifth prince, despite being the youngest, has managed to survive until now.” 
 
    Reginald’s eyes widened. He finally realized what the princess was trying to say. 
 
    It seemed that all this time, the fifth prince had been fooling everyone. By making everyone believe that he wasn’t a threat, that he had the least chance of ascending the throne, he managed to remove the target on his back. 
 
    A mosquito, although annoying, wouldn’t be swatted as long as it didn’t bite or buzz around. 
 
    The other princes must have judged that it would be useless to eliminate the fifth prince, when all he did was drink in taverns and waste his life away in the Red Light District. 
 
    Such a pathetic person would never gain the approval of the people, and he would never become the crown prince. 
 
    “If you still doubt my words, I suggest you meet him in person, Sir Ambassador,” said Princess Luna. “The fifth prince is no fool. And he is ambitious despite his terrible reputation. He is simply biding his time, waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After that exchange, Reginald returned to his room. 
 
    After locking the door, Reginald activated the communication artifact. The intercity communication device immediately connected to the one located in the Kingdom of Lukas, but it took several minutes before the request for communication was picked up by Lark. 
 
    “Your Majesty, it’s me, Reginald.” 
 
    Lark’s voice was heard from the artifact. “Reginald, it’s been a while.” 
 
    Although Lark couldn’t see him, Reginald lowered his head. He respectfully said, “Yes, Your Majesty. I’ve called to inform you that we’ve gained the approval of the Emperor. The Blackstone Knights can now officially join the Imperial Army in the war against the demons.” 
 
    Reginald proceeded to tell Lark everything that had transpired thus far during their stay in the capital. How the guards at the gates forbade the army of Blackstone Knights from entering the capital, and how only Reginald and a select few were allowed inside. He told Lark about the bet he had with the Emperor, and how the Lord Knight fought with Sword Saint Isaac Segarus. 
 
    “In the end,” said Reginald, “the Chief Royal Advisor interfered before the duel escalated into a life-or-death battle.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” said King Lark. “Not bad. A wise decision on the part of the Chief Royal Advisor.” 
 
    King Lark sounded certain that the Lord Knight would have won that battle had the Chief Royal Advisor not interfered, and this solidified Reginald’s belief in the Blackstone Knights further. 
 
    There was no proper benchmark to estimate the Blackstone Knights’ strength before. But after that duel, Reginald became sure of it—without a doubt, the Blackstone Knights accompanying him were powerful. 
 
    Despite holding back, the Lord Knight managed to last that long against Sword Saint Isaac Segarus. Reginald started to wonder what would have happened had he ordered the Lord Knight to go all out right from the start. 
 
    “The Emperor told me to come up with a decision on which prince to serve under by tomorrow,” said Reginald. “There are only two choices, Your Majesty. It’s either the first prince or the fifth prince. Princess Luna spoke to me a while ago, telling me to choose the fifth.” 
 
    Reginald proceeded to tell King Lark about the conversation he’d had with the princess. He told Lark that according to Princess Luna, the fifth prince was merely pretending to be a fool to remove the target on his back, that choosing him over the first prince should be the wiser decision despite the massive difference in the size of their armies. 
 
    “The princess did?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    For several seconds, King Lark fell silent. 
 
    “Reginald.” 
 
    “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “What’s your primary purpose in contacting me?” 
 
    For some strange reason, Reginald felt more anxious when speaking with the king than with the Emperor. Reginald could hear the pounding of his heart. 
 
    He wondered how he should answer. 
 
    Reginald said honestly, “It’s to seek your advice regarding this matter, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Asking for Lark’s thoughts regarding the matter was Reginald’s primary objective, reporting about everything was only secondary. 
 
    Hearing this, Lark sounded disappointed, “Reginald, it’s troublesome for a monarch if he is frequently sought by his vassals for advice.” 
 
    Reginald nervously swallowed the lump in his throat. Did he answer wrong? 
 
    Maybe it was an incorrect decision to consult King Lark regarding this matter. Before coming here, King Lark had already told him that he was giving him absolute authority in the affairs involving the Empire, after all. 
 
    Worried that he misspoke, Reginald bowed his head and said, “I apologize, Your Majesty—” 
 
    “No, that’s not it,” said King Lark. “I’m not asking for an apology. And I’m not telling you to hide things from me. What I’m saying is that you should decide such matters on your own, Reginald. You’ve seen things I haven’t in the Empire, and you’ve experienced things I would only hear about in reports.” 
 
    Reginald understood what King Lark was trying to say. His Majesty believed that Reginald’s judgment would be better than his in the current situation. 
 
    The king was considered the head of the nation, but it didn’t mean that his hands and feet shouldn’t think for themselves. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have chosen you as my representative if you were a man who would crumble and hesitate in something like this,” said King Lark. “Just keep this in mind, Reginald: the Blackstone Knights are powerful and capable of turning the tides of war. They do not tire, do not know fear, and are absolutely loyal. Use them well. Your choice may affect the future succession war in the Empire. I shall trust your judgment on this one.” 
 
    “Understood, my King,” said Reginald. 
 
    The connection was cut. 
 
    Reginald exhaled loudly. He sat on the bed and looked at the window. It looked like it was going to rain, as dark clouds covered the sky. He heard thunder from a distance. 
 
    For almost an hour, Reginald sat there, pondering. Lost in his thoughts, he didn’t move an inch. He didn’t even notice the first drops of rain outside. 
 
    Eventually, Reginald muttered to himself, “There’s no use thinking on it. I need to meet them in person before I can come up with a decision.” 
 
    Speaking with King Lark hadn’t been a fruitless endeavor. Reginald remembered what King Lark said to him—He’d seen and experienced things King Lark would only hear about in reports. 
 
    Even if King Lark didn’t intend for those words to serve as advice, they ended up guiding Reginald toward a certain path. Following the words of King Lark, Reginald decided to meet the princes first. 
 
    Reginald donned his coat. Despite the inclement weather, he went to the imperial palace, particularly where the first prince was staying. 
 
    Reginald hadn’t stepped foot inside the residence when the royal guards said to him, “Please go back. The first prince’s probation has just recently ended. He does not wish to meet with anyone right now.” 
 
    Thunder roared. It was a heavy downpour. 
 
    As expected, it wasn’t easy to meet the princes. 
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    [United Grakas Alliance] 
 
    It had been more than a week since Lark left the United Grakas Alliance. Still, the battle with the demons remained vivid in everyone’s minds. 
 
    Those located north of the nation didn’t experience the terror the demon army could bring, but those stationed in the Talverton Stronghold witnessed everything. 
 
    They could still remember how a single human tilted the tide of the battle, and how his small group of elites massacred the demons and protected the stronghold. 
 
    Even from afar, they saw how meteors rained from the sky and leveled a large portion of the mountain range to the ground. The rumbling and impact were felt all the way to the Talverton Stronghold. It felt surreal that a single human was capable of such large-scale destruction. 
 
    “You’ve been staring at the buckler frequently these days, Your Majesty,” said Vaungur. 
 
    The Beast King had just returned to his room in the stronghold after a long day of work. 
 
    After Lark left, the Beast King personally led his people to restore the stronghold to its original state. He also led patrol units, scouting the outskirts of the Iron Mountains for demon remnants. 
 
    Although the majority of the demons had been killed by the spell Lark had cast, hundreds, if not a few thousand, still remained. 
 
    It was a small number compared to before, but just to be safe, the Beast King ordered his men to scout the surrounding regions for any signs of impending attack. 
 
    “Is that so?” said the Beast King. The Beast King seemed happy as he said those words. 
 
    The iron buckler the Beast King was staring at was cheap, but the item held great significance. On the surface of the buckler were two handprints—one was Lark’s and the other the Beast King’s. 
 
    This buckler was the only thing Lark left behind before he departed for the Kingdom of Lukas. The two handprints symbolized the start of the friendship between the United Grakas Alliance and the Kingdom of Lukas. 
 
    The Beast King and the warriors of Talverton Stronghold insisted that they hold a victory celebration, but Lark adamantly refused, saying it would do them better to use the resources to feed the people instead. 
 
    The beastmen wanted to at least thank Lark for saving them, and it was disappointing that the young king left immediately the next day. 
 
    He was like a sandstorm that came and went. 
 
    “Vaungur, what do you think?” said the Beast King. 
 
    The Beast King’s question was vague, but as someone who’d been with the White Lion for decades, Vaungur understood. 
 
    “I believe it’ll work out, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Before leaving, Lark spoke with the Beast King and several high-ranking officials of United Grakas Alliance. Lark readily admitted the Tyrant King’s mistake of taking the Aden Region from the beastmen, causing a spiral of hunger, slavery, and death in the United Grakas Alliance. He did not avoid the topic and proposed a solution instead. 
 
    To make up for the Kingdom of Lukas’s mistake, King Lark proposed to open a trading route between the two nations. 
 
    The Lukasians would open up the Valley of Witches to the beastmen, and all trade between the two countries would be conducted there. 
 
    The Lukasians would provide the beastmen with grain at the cheapest price possible in exchange for precious metals. The amount of grain King Lark promised was enough to feed two major cities in the United Grakas Alliance, and hopefully would be enough to alleviate the hunger in the nation. 
 
    It was an advantageous offer to the beastmen, as their lands weren’t as fertile as the Lukasians’. Although the Iron Mountains had been nearly destroyed, there were still several mineable metal deposits in the other parts of the nation. 
 
    As a regent, King Lark couldn’t give back the Aden Region to the beastmen, but he could do this much as recompense. 
 
    “How unpredictable. Life really is full of twists and turns,” said the Beast King. He stared at the iron buckler, which signified the friendship between the two countries, fondly. “Who would have known that such a time would come? Friendship without deceit between the beastmen and the Lukasians? Hahaha!” 
 
    Had another Lukasian king proposed the trade, the Beast King would have outright refused it. The Beast King did not trust those scheming humans, but strangely, he trusted the words of King Lark. 
 
    Even the other high-ranking officials felt the same, as none of them rejected King Lark’s offer. 
 
    “Vaungur.” 
 
    “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I regret it.” 
 
    “Pardon?” said Vaungur quizzically. 
 
    The Beast King sighed. “I regret not having children now.” 
 
    Vaungur, unable to understand what the Beast King was trying to say, continued to simply stare at the White Lion. 
 
    “If I had a daughter…” 
 
    Vaungur’s eyes widened after finally realizing where the conversation was going. This was his first time seeing this side of the Beast King. 
 
    “…I could have married her off to King Lark. It’d be great to have that man as my son-in-law, don’t you agree, Vaungur?” 
 
    The Beast King laughed boisterously. 
 
    Vaungur palmed his face and sighed. He realized the Beast King had become infatuated with King Lark. 
 
    *** 
 
    [Kingdom of Lukas] 
 
    “How did it go, partner?” said Big Mona. 
 
    There were two other people aside from Lark in the office when Reginald contacted him. First was Big Mona, and the second was Secretary Irene. 
 
    Despite these two managing the kingdom together with the former King Alvis while Lark was gone, Lark still found himself swamped with work the moment he returned to the Kingdom of Lukas. 
 
    The mountain of documents on his table hadn’t decreased. And it was starting to pile up more as reports from various officials kept coming in. 
 
    The majority of these documents had already been filtered out, meaning only those of great importance would reach King Lark. 
 
    There were so many issues to address and things to do that Lark had hardly slept the past several days. As expected, it wasn’t easy managing a country, especially in such turbulent times. 
 
    “Reginald successfully gained the Emperor’s approval,” said Lark. “The Blackstone Knights we’ve sent can officially join the Imperial Army.” 
 
    Lark proceeded to tell Big Mona and Secretary Irene everything Reginald had told him. How the Empire treated them, the bet with the Emperor, the duel with the Sword Saint, and the quandary of choosing which prince to serve under. 
 
    After Lark was done speaking, Big Mona scoffed, “What a useless fool! What use is being a representative if he is going to ask Your Majesty about each and every decision?” 
 
    Big Mona didn’t bother to hide the contempt in his voice. His desire for revenge against the Vont Family was known by many at this point. 
 
    Big Mona would have been more ruthless with the Vont Family had it not been for the fact that Chryselle was King Lark’s disciple. 
 
    “He should have just handed the role to someone else!” 
 
    One of the buttons of Big Mona’s garb nearly flew out as he spoke. Lark didn’t want to comment on it, but Big Mona seemed to have gained more weight. 
 
    “This is why I’m against this! That fox as our kingdom’s representative? Hah! Not only did he collude with that damn Duke Kelvin, he also tried to trick His Majesty with the mana stone mine!” 
 
    The last part of that statement wasn’t true, and everyone in the room knew it, but Big Mona decided to say it regardless. He felt exhilarated whenever he cussed Reginald Vont like this. 
 
    “And now, he can’t even handle the damn job given to him by His Majesty! That damn useless toad!” 
 
    Unable to take in the sight any longer, Secretary Irene said, “Sir… your spit is flying out.” 
 
    Embarrassed, Big Mona shut his mouth. He placed a fist on his mouth and coughed. He took out a handkerchief and wiped the saliva that had dripped out. 
 
    “So, what do you plan to do next, partner?” 
 
    Knowing Lark’s personality, Big Mona believed that the young king wouldn’t stay idle. The matters concerning the kingdom were important, but Big Mona shared the same vision as King Lark. The fat merchant also believed that they should prevent the Empire from falling for them to have higher chances of winning the war with the demons. 
 
    “I’ll be going to the Empire, of course.” 
 
    Big Mona expected this. “Does that old fool know?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell him, Mona,” said Lark. “The portal in the United Grakas Alliance has been closed, and I can now focus on the one in the Empire. Thankfully, the demons stopped their advance after capturing Volkheim City, that’s why I could stay in the kingdom like this.” 
 
    Lark surmised that the reason the demons suddenly stopped advancing in the Empire was related to the closing of the portal located in the United Grakas Alliance. 
 
    The demons had become wary, and Lark planned on utilizing this to his advantage. They must have been wondering how mere insects managed to close the portal on their own and repel the demon army numbering in the hundreds of thousands. 
 
    The Imperial Army was powerful and organized. Unlike the United Grakas Alliance, the Empire wouldn’t fall easily. 
 
    Still, to be on the safe side, Lark decided to visit the Empire personally once he was done with all the pressing matters in the kingdom. 
 
    He also needed to make sure the trade route between the Kingdom of Lukas and the United Grakas Alliance was established before he left, as a significant number of beastmen were dying of hunger. 
 
    As for the matters which did not need his immediate approval, he planned on delegating them to Secretary Irene and the former King Alvis. 
 
    The number of things he needed to do was never-ending, and Lark was glad that he was merely a stand-in. 
 
    One last time, Big Mona cursed Reginald, “Hah! That damn Reginald is so incompetent that Your Majesty ends up going to the Empire in the end! So, when are you leaving, partner?” 
 
    “Considering all the preparations required,” said Lark, “I’ll depart for the Empire in two days.” 
 
    *** 
 
    [The Great Empire] 
 
    When Princess Kiera learned of the result of the duel, she stormed the imperial palace in anger. 
 
    “Chief Royal Advisor!” 
 
    Unannounced, she barged into the Chief Royal Advisor’s office. She didn’t have the guts to complain to her father, the Emperor, directly, but it was an entirely different matter when it came to the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    Although she couldn’t reprimand him as Gaillart had higher authority than her, she could at least voice her complaints to him. 
 
    “Princess.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor remained sitting at his desk, not bothering to look up as she entered the room. He did not remove his gaze from the document he was holding, which infuriated Princess Kiera further. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor’s voice remained calm, despite the princess’s unannounced visit. 
 
    “What brought Your Highness to my office at this hour of the day?” 
 
    Princess Kiera bit her lip, frowning. “I heard everything, Sir Gaillart.” 
 
    She clenched her fists as her body quivered. Even now, she couldn’t calm the boiling rage in her body. The mere thought of the man that damn Princess Luna brought winning the bet made her tremble with anger. 
 
    “The Sword Saint was winning! But you! You unnecessarily intervened and let the damn Lukasians win!” The princess’s voice echoed inside the room. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor finally looked at Princess Kiera. He put the document down and said to his assistants, “The three of you, leave us.” 
 
    The assistants bowed their heads and immediately went outside. 
 
    After the door was shut, the Chief Royal Advisor said, “You should be glad there’s a downpour, Princess.” 
 
    Princess Kiera raised her brows. “It’s raining outside. So what?” 
 
    “The thunder drowned out your shouts. Such a… fortunate thing,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “It wouldn’t do us good had other people heard those words, Princess.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor’s gaze felt condescending. Princess Kiera didn’t like it. 
 
    “Sir Gaillart, I need an explanation,” she demanded. “Why did you let those damn Lukasians win? You know it, don’t you? We don’t need their help! Reinforcements? What could five hundred knights achieve in battle!” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor sighed. “I’ve already spoken with His Majesty regarding this matter. After explaining it to him, Emperor Sylvius agreed that my decision to stop the duel was correct.” 
 
    Despite hearing this, Princess Luna still couldn’t accept it. “Correct? Oh, for heaven’s sake, Sir Gaillart! It’s the Sword Saint we’re talking about here! Had you let the fight continue, we would have won that duel!” 
 
    “Princess, did you talk with Sword Saint Isaac Segarus before coming here?” 
 
    “Talk—” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t, Princess,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “You wouldn’t have come here had you spoken with him in the first place.” His voice turned cold. “Princess, had I not stopped that duel, the Sword Saint could have died in that battle.” 
 
    Princess Kiera froze. She shuddered, as she understood from the Chief Royal Advisor’s tone that he meant those words. 
 
    Now that she thought of it, the Sword Saint didn’t protest the outcome of the duel. Isaac Segarus remained silent, as though he didn’t want to bring up the matter anymore. 
 
    Was the Lord Knight really that dangerous? 
 
    Princess Kiera couldn’t believe that Princess Luna managed to bring reinforcements that powerful. 
 
    No, she couldn’t accept it. 
 
    How could that woman achieve something she couldn’t? 
 
    “Of course, it could have been the other way around,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “We never know… Sword Saint Isaac could have won that fight. He’s one of our most powerful men, after all. But at what cost? That fight could have gone terribly wrong had it been allowed to continue.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor looked outside. Raindrops trickled down the window. 
 
    “Please stop poking your nose into this, Your Highness,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “Stick to hosting your tea parties. It won’t do us any good if you keep barging into my office like this whenever an issue arises.” 
 
    “Y-You!” 
 
    “Please go back, Princess.” 
 
    Unable to endure the humiliation any further, Princess Kiera turned around and left the Chief Royal Advisor’s office. Along the way, she passed by the assistants who’d been waiting outside. 
 
    “Out of the way!” 
 
    Unable to curse the Chief Royal Advisor, she vented her anger on his assistants instead. 
 
    “Move! Move!” 
 
    Huffing, she strode through the palace hallway. She was on her way to the left wing, where her residence was located, when she bumped into a familiar face. 
 
    The ambassador from the Kingdom of Lukas. 
 
    Quickly, Princess Kiera calmed her anger. She controlled her facial expression and smiled at the ambassador. 
 
    “We meet again, Sir Ambassador.” 
 
    “Ah, Princess Kiera. It’s an honor to meet you again, Your Highness.” 
 
    Princess Kiera noticed the subtle hint of uneasiness in Reginald’s face. She did not miss the chance to ask him, “What brought you here, Ambassador?” 
 
    Princess Kiera already had an idea why the ambassador was here. They were near the first prince’s residence. 
 
    “I came to meet with His Highness, the first prince… but…” 
 
    “I see. My eldest brother’s probation has just ended. Did the guards forbid you from meeting him?” 
 
    Reginald nodded his head. “It’s as you say, Princess.” 
 
    The anger within Princess Kiera dissipated the moment she heard that. Those words were mellifluous, music to her ears. She felt joyous and nearly laughed that the damn Lukasian couldn’t even meet that trash prince. 
 
    Princess Kiera took out a fan, unfolded it, and covered her mouth. She needed to do this, as she couldn’t stop her lips from smiling. 
 
    “How unfortunate, Ambassador.” 
 
    “Indeed, Your Highness. I wanted to talk to him at least, as the deadline set by the Emperor is near.” 
 
    Princess Kiera’s eyes turned into crescents. She was really glad to have met the ambassador like this. Now, she could sleep peacefully. 
 
    “I heard about the bet you had with my father, Ambassador. It’s raining heavily outside,” said Princess Kiera. “But since you failed to meet the first prince, how about meeting with the fifth prince instead?” 
 
    “That’s what I plan to do, Your Highness.” 
 
    Princess Kiera nearly chuckled. The fifth prince was the wrong choice between the two princes. He was a miserable loser who knew nothing but gambling and alcohol. 
 
    “You’ll meet him at the Red Light District at this time of the night,” said Princess Kiera. “I hope you meet him, Ambassador. And I hope that everything works out.” 
 
    “I hope so, too, Your Highness.” Reginald bowed his head politely. “Then, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    After Reginald left, Princess Kiera laughed. “What a moron. Even if your army is somewhat strong, you’ll never achieve anything under the fifth prince, Ambassador.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
      
 
   
 VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 11 
 
    The Flower Garden. 
 
    The largest brothel in the Red Light District, exclusive only to nobles and wealthy merchants of the Empire. 
 
    Complete with luxurious amenities, it was a paradise where prostitution, gambling, and drugs were legalized. The only place in the nation where the subjects of the Emperor wouldn’t be apprehended for partaking in such hedonistic lifestyle. 
 
    This was the place Rykard Lockhart Mavis, the fifth imperial prince, visited on a nightly basis. His visits were so regular that the management allotted an entire floor for him to stay in. 
 
    “Your Highness,” said a courtesan playfully. “Please tell us again how you won the hunting competition when you were younger.” 
 
    Prince Rykard sat at a table, beautiful ladies at both sides. His face was flushed red from alcohol, as he’d been drinking since the start of the night. 
 
    Prince Rykard was a head shorter than the two ladies beside him. He was plump, his hair was unkempt, and his only redeeming feature was his ostentatiously expensive clothes. 
 
    His breath reeking of liquor, Prince Rykard rubbed his nose and said, “Is that so? Ehem… Of course, the ladies wish to know. I don’t like bragging myself, but since the ladies asked for it, I’ll tell everyone the story.” 
 
    The two courtesans next to him squeaked, as though he was the most charming man in the world. With a facade, they gazed at him fondly, as though they were looking at the love of their life. 
 
    On the other hand, the fifth prince’s guards started moving to the door, as they’d heard this story a thousand times before. They’d already learned to shut their ears whenever he started telling this story. 
 
    “It was around nine years ago,” said the fifth prince. 
 
    One of the courtesans poured him a drink and he happily gulped it down. 
 
    “I was only eleven back then. You ladies know they hold the hunting competition annually, and only those of a certain standing in high society are allowed to participate, right?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” said one of the courtesans, smiling. 
 
    “Well, we could say that that was the year I made my debut into society,” said Prince Rykard. “To celebrate my first participation in the hunting competition, the imperial family released several ferocious beasts in the forest. And one of those is a fully grown red bear.” 
 
    There was something off about the story, and the two courtesans realized it easily. They knew there was no way the imperial family would release an adult red bear in a hunting competition kids would be participating in. 
 
    Still, the courtesans didn’t voice their doubts. They continued smiling, pouring the prince drinks every now and then. 
 
    Prince Rykard was one of the establishment’s most important patrons. As long as he was here, those haughty nobles who’d lost a fortune gambling wouldn’t be able to act rashly. 
 
    The mere mention of the imperial family was more than enough to quell any and all unrest in the Flower Garden. No one was foolish enough to offend the fifth prince, even though he did not hold much political power. 
 
    “Oh my…” One of the courtesans covered her mouth with her hand. “An adult red bear? Did you encounter it in the forest during the hunting competition, Your Highness?” 
 
    Prince Rykard smirked and nodded. “That’s right. And guess what?” He paused and added dramatically, “I killed it. With. A. Single. Knife.” 
 
    The courtesans’ brows twitched hearing the ridiculous story, but their smiles never left their faces. 
 
    “Oh, wow! O-Of course!” 
 
    “I-If it’s Your Highness, it’s surely possible!” 
 
    Prince Rykard laughed boisterously. “Hahahaha! Is that so!” 
 
    The prince seemed pleased with his story, as he started emptying the bottles on the table. 
 
    While the prince was drowning himself in alcohol, one of his guards approached and whispered, “Your Highness, he’s here.” 
 
    For a split second, Prince Rykard’s foolish appearance vanished. A dangerous glint in his eyes appeared, but the two courtesans failed to notice. 
 
    “Ladies, it appears I have a visitor,” said the prince. 
 
    “Ahh, but you haven’t had enough to drink, Your Highness!” 
 
    “Please tell us more of your stories, My Prince!” 
 
    “Haha! I know you ladies are excited to hear more, but we must stop here for the night,” said Prince Rykard. “Vaison.” 
 
    A tall, muscular man replied, “Your Highness.” 
 
    “Escort the ladies out.” 
 
    “As you wish,” said Vaison. “This way please, ladies.” 
 
    Although reluctant, the courtesans followed Vaison outside. 
 
    After the courtesans left, Prince Rykard put down the bottle of liquor in his hand. He swept his hair up, and his playful expression turned sharp. 
 
    “Haaa,” said Prince Rykard. “How annoying. They used a different one again this time.” 
 
    Vaison locked the door and replied, “I believe they’re from the third prince’s faction, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I noticed too,” said Prince Rykard. “That damn bastard. They put poison in my drink this time.” 
 
    Vaison said worriedly, “Should I call the healers here?” 
 
    “No,” said Prince Rykard. “My resistance to poison is enough for this one. It tingled my tongue at most. There’s no need for you to worry, Vaison.” 
 
    Prince Rykard had experienced numerous poisoning attempts in his life and naturally developed resistance to it. 
 
    “Did the third prince find out you’ve started investing in the jadestone mine?” 
 
    “That stupid brother of mine?” said Prince Rykard. “I doubt it. If he did, he would have used a more potent poison in my drinks.” 
 
    The poison this time wasn’t meant to kill him, but make him fall ill. 
 
    “So, the ambassador from the Kingdom of Lukas, he’s here?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s waiting in the sitting room on the ground floor,” said Vaison. “What do you plan to do, Your Highness? If what the information broker told us is correct…” 
 
    After repelling the parasitic demons, the second prince gained the recognition of not only the Emperor but the people. He was practically the crown prince already at this point, and all that was left was for the imperial family to hold the appointment ceremony. 
 
    Prince Rykard knew the consequences of this sudden turn of events. He knew of the bloodbath that would soon follow the imperial succession even before the war with the demons was over. 
 
    Prince Rykard wanted to lie low and slowly bide his time. But he knew that it was no longer the time to hide in his estate and the Red Light District like a coward. 
 
    Soon, the princes would start killing each other more openly. The first prince, in particular, wouldn’t sit idly while second prince kept gaining more authority. 
 
    Luckily, an opportunity had come their way. 
 
    “I don’t believe in the Seven Gods, Vaison,” said Prince Rykard. “But if they do exist, they haven’t abandoned me yet.” 
 
    Prince Rykard knew he couldn’t miss this chance. If the information they’d garnered was correct, the knights the Lukasians brought were powerful, and if they were to be incorporated into his army, it should be feasible for him to gain achievements in the war. 
 
    Just when he was thinking of how to overcome his current predicament, this opportunity came. It felt as though fate was guiding Prince Rykard to this moment. 
 
    “Tell him to come here.” 
 
    “Understood, Your Highness.” 
 
    Vaison ordered one of the guards to escort the Lukasian ambassador to where the prince was. Soon, they returned with a dignified-looking middle-aged man. The man had tinges of white on his hair, and the corner of his eyes had several creases. The crest of the Kingdom of Lukas was embroidered on his garb. 
 
    Reginald Vont greeted the fifth prince immediately upon entering the room. 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet Your Highness. I am Reginald Vont, leader of the delegation sent by His Majesty, King Lark. Ambassador of the Kingdom of Lukas.” 
 
    Prince Rykard said in a serious voice, “I’ve been expecting you. Sit down.” 
 
    Reginald sat on the chair opposite the prince. 
 
    “I know why you’re here,” said Prince Rykard. He got straight to the point. “You wish to be incorporated into my army, correct?” 
 
    Reginald gazed curiously at the prince. He didn’t expect him to be this direct. 
 
    “That’s correct, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Did you meet my eldest brother before coming here?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. The guards turned me down right at the door.” 
 
    “Then, all the better,” said Prince Rykard. He sighed in relief. “I know that it’s the will of my father, the Emperor, Sir Reginald. But before incorporating you into my army, I need you to show me one thing.” 
 
    Reginald waited patiently for the prince to continue speaking. 
 
    “Show me the full strength of the Lord Knight and the Blackstone Knights.” 
 
    With those words, Reginald finally confirmed it. Princess Luna was correct. 
 
    The fifth prince was no fool, but a wolf in sheep’s clothing. 
 
    “If you show me strength that surpasses all logical reason, I shall give my full support to the Kingdom of Lukas in this war. My wealth, resources, military—I shall entrust all of them in your hands.” 
 
    *** 
 
    [Kingdom of Lukas] 
 
    Kel’ Vual’s time in the Human Realm had been pleasurable so far. Not only did he visit numerous places and try various food, he also found a hobby he truly enjoyed. 
 
    Unexpectedly, he fell in love with art—particularly painting. As someone who’d lived for so long, there was an indescribable novelty in capturing the moment through painting. The ability to immortalize these precious moments was something he’d never thought he needed before. 
 
    “Uncle! Uncle!” 
 
    His hand, holding the brush, froze. Without looking at the door, he could feel two presences coming his way. 
 
    He was on the topmost floor of the king’s castle’s second tower, and people normally did not visit. It was only a couple of months ago when Kel’ Vual started receiving these visitors. 
 
    “Uncle!” 
 
    “We’re climbing up, okay!” 
 
    The shouts grew louder. 
 
    They were familiar voices. Austen and George—King Lark’s disciples. 
 
    The two opened the door without knocking. Seeing Kel’ Vual, who was holding a brush, George smirked. “See, I told you,” said George. “He never leaves this place.” 
 
    “Hey, you brat!” Austen nudged George in the ribs. “Watch your mouth! I know he’s a reclusive old man, but there’s no need to tell him that!” 
 
    Kel’ Vual put down the brush. He’d gotten used to these two bickering with each other by now. 
 
    Initially, he found them noisy and annoying. But now, Kel’ Vual found himself looking forward to their frequent visits. Like a grandfather, Kel’ Vual started taking care of them whenever he could. 
 
    “You’re here,” said Kel’ Vual. “So, what is it this time, children?” 
 
    “You address Master casually but call us children,” muttered George unhappily. “Not fair.” 
 
    “Won’t you shut up?” whispered Austen to George. 
 
    “It’s true though,” said George. “I hate it. My brother is nineteen this year, I’m fifteen. Stop treating us like kids, uncle.” 
 
    It had been nearly five years since the brothers met Lark. After becoming his disciple, their lives took a drastic turn. From paupers, they became prominent individuals who held sway in the kingdom. 
 
    Just the fact that they were the king’s disciples gave the two brothers a certain degree of political power in the nation. Even nobles had to tread carefully around them, and barons had to address them politely. 
 
    Aside from King Lark, Chryselle, and Anandra, this uncle was probably the only one who openly treated the brothers like brats. 
 
    “Hmm… if it upsets you,” said Kel’ Vual. “I’ll refrain from calling you that from now on.” 
 
    Kel’ Vual was truly unexpectedly kind. 
 
    The leader of the Arzomos Tribe was expressionless by default, but after spending time with him, the brothers started being able to read his expressions. Although he looked scary, they were sure he was currently smiling kindly. 
 
    “So, what is it this time?” 
 
    George looked around the room. His gaze landed on the half-finished painting. “Painting the capital again, uncle?” said George. “Well, if you’re busy, we’ll come back later. An hour or two, is that good with you?” 
 
    “The painting can wait,” said Kel’ Vual in a deep, menacing voice, “so just tell me.” 
 
    Had another person heard those words, they would have flinched, taken several steps back, and fled the room. 
 
    Kel’ Vual was a weapon of carnage who’d killed hundreds of thousands of demons. 
 
    Back in the Demon Realm, he was a prominent figure feared by all. Moreover, despite assuming the form of a human, he looked so scary that a normal individual would never be able to look him in the eye for long. But Austen and George knew he was kind, and that he would never do anything to harm them. And this was the reason they could recklessly barge in here like this. 
 
    “Do you want me to train the two of you again?” said Kel’ Vual. 
 
    With Lark’s permission, Austen and George had started receiving guidance from Kel’ Vual a few months ago. 
 
    Austen and George had already reached the realm of instant casting, and now, what they needed was real battle experience. Kel’ Vual was the perfect sparring partner for them. Even if the brothers went all out, they would never be able to harm him. They could fire their most powerful spells and there would be no risk of Kel’ Vual being hurt. 
 
    “No, that’s not it,” said Austen. 
 
    “Why are you always thinking of training, uncle?” said George. “Today’s the day of the Founding Festival! We thought you might be bored here, so we visited.” 
 
    Austen smiled brightly. “It’ll start in a few hours. Come with us, uncle!” 
 
    Kel’ Vual found himself unable to say no to that innocent smile. Kel’ Vual had always been strict with his son, but for some reason, he could never be when it came to these two. 
 
    Was it because they were human? Kel’ Vual wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Founding Festival?” said Kel’ Vual. 
 
    “It’s an annual celebration in the kingdom,” said Austen. “This year, it coincides with the Night of the God of Harvest.” 
 
    “This year’s festival will be bigger than previous years,” said George excitedly. “You know what? It’s amazing that you don’t know this, uncle. Did you stay cooped up here since the last time we visited?” 
 
    George’s conjecture was spot on. 
 
    Unless one had been cooped up in his room for several days, there was no way they would have missed the banners and stalls being set up on the streets. 
 
    “Well? How about it? Come on!” said Austen. 
 
    Hearing no immediate reply, George grabbed Kel’ Vual’s muscular hand and pulled him toward the door. “Let’s go! Let’s go!” 
 
    Finding himself unable to say no, Kel’ Vual left the tower with the two. 
 
    *** 
 
    The festival was more fun than Kel’ Vual expected. 
 
    With the brothers at the lead, they went to numerous stalls and tried various food. They played games: arrow shooting, catching fish, and ‘don’t break the string’. 
 
    They were meant for humans, but strangely, Kel’ Vual found himself enjoying them. 
 
    “Hey, can’t you control your strength, uncle?” said George in an annoyed voice. “We lost all the games because of you!” 
 
    In ‘arrow shooting,’ Kel’ Vual pulled the bow so far, the string snapped. In ‘don’t break the string,’ he bounced the ball so hard the string broke, and during ‘fish scooping,’ he scooped so fast he ended up cutting the fish in half. 
 
    The brothers found it absurd that someone could be this bad at these games. The stall owners kept urging Kel’ Vual to play more, as they realized he would never be able to win with his skills. 
 
    The stall owners gazed at Kel’ Vual as though he was walking, free money. 
 
    “Stop it,” said Austen. “It’s just a game. We can just try again later.” 
 
    George clicked his tongue. “But it’s frustrating. How can a person be so bad at games?” 
 
    A rare retort came out of Kel’ Vual’s mouth. “Says the kid who can’t aim his bow properly.” 
 
    “W-What?” said George, flustered. 
 
    Austen laughed. “Hahaha! That’s right! You didn’t even score a single point in the archery game, you brat!” 
 
    “That’s different!” said George indignantly. “Look, if we—” 
 
    George stopped midway through his speech. He pulled Austen and Kel’ Vual to a corner and pointed at a restaurant across the street. “Over there,” said George. 
 
    “What is it this time?” said Austen. 
 
    “Look. Isn’t that Secretary Irene?” said George. “And that man sitting with her in the restaurant… Oh Gods.” 
 
    Austen and George’s eyes widened at the same time. Never in their wildest dreams did they expect to see this. 
 
    The man sitting at the table with Secretary Irene was none other than Anandra. 
 
    “Are they dating? Look, h-how… what?! D-Do you see what I’m seeing?” said George. “T-The old man is smiling!” 
 
    It was a surreal sight. Anandra smiling while speaking with Secretary Irene at the restaurant. 
 
    “H-Holy… damn!” said George. 
 
    “Don’t cuss!” 
 
    “B-But look! Is that really the old man? Smiling? Him?” 
 
    As though they’d agreed on it beforehand, the two rubbed their eyes at the same time. They pinched their cheeks to check if they were dreaming. 
 
    “It’s real…” mumbled Austen. 
 
    “I… feel like puking,” said George. “We should tell Master about this! Or maybe we should go there? Maybe we should warn Secretary Irene! That old man… what’s so good about him!” 
 
    Seeing the brothers’ expressions, Kel’ Vual said, “Are you two jealous?” 
 
    From the perspective of humans, Secretary Irene was a beautiful woman. Even the brothers found her pretty. Moreover, she was capable enough to work as the king’s secretary. 
 
    Although the brothers did not like her romantically, they still couldn’t believe she was meeting Anandra in a restaurant like this. Looking from afar, it seemed that she was the proactive one during their conversation. 
 
    “We’re not!” the two replied at the same time. 
 
    Kel’ Vual smiled warmly at them. “Of course. But that’s enough. You’ve had your fun, let him have his. Let him enjoy the festival.” 
 
    Those words didn’t seem too convincing. Thus, Kel’ Vual added, “Hmmm… let me ask you this. What do you think will happen if he catches the two of you spying on him like this?” 
 
    The brothers froze, and their expressions slowly turned into fear. 
 
    Luckily, Anandra hadn’t noticed them yet. He was so preoccupied with his date that he failed to realize he was being watched by the brothers. 
 
    “He might be embarrassed at first, sure, but what happens after that?” said Kel’ Vual. “Can you two handle the consequences? And it’s not just him. You also need to consider how the secretary would react.” 
 
    Hearing this, Austen suggested they leave immediately. He didn’t want to risk going through the same hellish training from before. 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Austen. 
 
    “But this is the perfect chance! Let’s enter the restaurant and embarrass the old man!” said George. 
 
    Austen grabbed George’s arm and pulled him away. “Stop being an unreasonable brat! Come here!” 
 
    After some heated discussion, Austen finally convinced George to leave Anandra and Secretary Irene alone. The trio roamed the streets again, trying various food and games every now and then. 
 
    When night came, the magicians of the kingdom started firing spells into the sky, covering it with flashy lights. 
 
    “Over here! It’s starting!” 
 
    The brothers led Kel’ Vual to the central plaza, where thousands of people were already waiting. According to the soldiers, the king would make a speech here during the founding day celebration. 
 
    “Uncle, what are you doing? Glare at them!” said George. 
 
    George shamelessly used Kel’ Vual’s scary appearance to part the crowd. There were those who protested and told them to move to the back, but upon meeting Kel’ Vual’s gaze, they immediately cowered and let the trio pass. 
 
    “You kids…” said Kel’ Vual. 
 
    George rubbed his nose. He said proudly, “We made it to the front, see?” 
 
    Austen said, “Look, it’s the Grand Chamberlain!” 
 
    Soon, the Grand Chamberlain appeared with the royal guards. He climbed the platform. His appearance signified that the king was coming, and knowing this, the crowd immediately knelt—Austen, George, and Kel’ Vual included. 
 
    “The embodiment of God Neruz, the heart of the sun, His Majesty, King Lark Marcus, has arrived. Show your respect.” 
 
    The buzzes and murmurs died in an instant. Only the sound of footsteps was heard as King Lark ascended the platform. 
 
    After scanning the crowd, King Lark spoke using a voice-amplifying artifact, “Everyone, rise. There’s no need to be so formal during this festival.” 
 
    The crowd rose to their feet. Austen and George looked excited, as they were witnessing their master addressing a crowd as big as this. 
 
    As before, King Lark did not seem perturbed despite being subjected to thousands of gazes. 
 
    “Today is the founding day of the kingdom,” said Lark. “By tradition, the king isn’t required to attend the event. They normally send a representative to relay the thoughts and will of the king to his subjects.” 
 
    Lark continued, “But this year, I decided to make an appearance before everyone. I deemed this to be the perfect opportunity to make a few important announcements. First is our alliance with the nation of beastmen.” 
 
    It was a shocking statement. 
 
    For decades, the Kingdom of Lukas and the United Grakas Alliance had been antagonistic with each other. No one expected that during King Lark’s reign, this long-standing enmity would finally end. 
 
    “In exchange for precious metals, we shall supply the United Grakas Alliance with grain, and this trade shall be facilitated at the Valley of Witches, the fortress located in the Aden Region. This is a beneficial deal for us, especially during these turbulent times.” 
 
    The citizens understood. They all knew that in order to fight against the demons, they needed these metals to supply the army with weapons. 
 
    “And second, I would like to make an announcement not only to my citizens, but to all nations in this continent.” 
 
    It was impossible that there were no spies from other nations in this country. Lark knew that whatever he would say here would reach the ears of the other rulers eventually. 
 
    “I am declaring here today that the Kingdom of Lukas shall wholly support all nations in this continent in the war against the demons.” 
 
    It was a bold declaration. 
 
    Some of the citizens swallowed nervously upon hearing the certainty in Lark’s voice. 
 
    “Whether large or small, weak or powerful,” said King Lark. “The Kingdom of Lukas shall help any and all nations. I am declaring here now, during this founding day celebration, my intent to form a coalition of nations. 
 
    “The dwarven kingdom, the elven kingdom,” said King Lark. “The United Grakas Alliance.” 
 
    Everyone had heard of the dwarven kingdom and the United Grakas Alliance, but this was the first they had heard of the elven kingdom. 
 
    The crowd couldn’t believe that the simple speech they were expecting ended up being a turning point in history. And here they were, witnessing it firsthand. 
 
    “These three nations, with the Kingdom of Lukas as the center, shall be the first members of the Coalition of Nations,” said Lark. “I’ve already spoken with all their leaders before coming here, and they all agreed to join this alliance. Even the elven king agreed that it is finally time for their race to make an appearance.” 
 
    King Lark said, “I am making the same offer to the other countries. No matter your status, no matter your strength, no matter the history between our countries…” 
 
    King Lark’s voice echoed in the central plaza. 
 
    “Become part of our alliance.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 12 
 
    [The Great Empire] 
 
    “If you show me strength that surpasses all logical reason, I shall fully support the Kingdom of Lukas in this war. My wealth, resources, military—I shall entrust all of them in your hands.” 
 
    Following these words, Reginald proposed they go to the forest nearest the capital to demonstrate the strength of the Blackstone Knights. 
 
    “The forest?” said Prince Rykard. 
 
    By cart, it would take at least four hours to reach the forest from the capital. It did not seem practical to go there just to demonstrate the strength of the Lord Knight. 
 
    Moreover, for an imperial prince, going there at this time of the night carried the risk of assassination. Although he was last in line to the succession, there would still be people wishing to erase him from the competition. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” said Reginald Vont. “As an imperial prince, Your Highness has access to exclusive training grounds, but it wouldn’t do. If you wish to see the full extent of the Lord Knight’s strength, we need to do it in a place devoid of people.” 
 
    Prince Rykard understood. 
 
    Did the Lord Knight truly possess strength capable of destroying the training grounds if it went all out? 
 
    Rykard pondered if this was the correct decision to take. In the end, after careful deliberation, he decided to trust his intuition and judgment. He believed now was not the time to play it safe. 
 
    “Vaison, relay the message to General Sigismund. Tell him to bring all of the officers of our army.” 
 
    “Understood, Your Highness.” 
 
    Prince Rykard turned to Reginald. “General Sigismund has been serving me since I was a kid. A retired general who pledged his allegiance to me. Together with Vaison, he’s my most trusted retainer. As long as you can convince him, you will be able to control all the soldiers in my army.” 
 
    “I see,” said Reginald. “Then I shall do my best to convince him and the military officers.” 
 
    Two hours later, Reginald, Prince Rykard, and the military officers of his army departed for the nearest forest to the capital. To properly demonstrate the strength of the Blackstone Army, Reginald brought the Lord Knight and a Blackstone Knight with him. 
 
    Soon, they arrived at the forest edge. The soldiers lit torches, illuminating their immediate surroundings. 
 
    As it had rained just hours ago, coupled with the current time of the night, the forest edge was devoid of people. 
 
    Reginald and Prince Rykard disembarked from the carriage, their boots touching the muddy ground. Vaison and General Sigismund, a well-toned old man in his late sixties, followed behind the two. 
 
    General Sigismund was a powerful warrior back in his prime. But just like everyone else, he, too, was unable to fight Father Time. 
 
    Still, despite losing the majority of his physical strength, he’d retained his battle wits. Moreover, he had a keen instinct about people, thus the reason he chose to serve the fifth prince. 
 
    “Do a quick search of the forest,” said General Sigismund in a deep voice. 
 
    “Yes, General!” 
 
    Several soldiers entered the forest. After several minutes, they came back after confirming there were no people. 
 
    “The forest is clear, General!” 
 
    “Good work,” said General Sigismund. “Ambassador, should we go deeper inside?” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Reginald looked around. “No, here will do.” 
 
    Prince Rykard said, “Then let’s start the demonstration.” 
 
    Reginald ordered the Blackstone Knight to demonstrate its strength before everyone. 
 
    “We brought five hundred Blackstone Knights with us, Your Highness,” said Reginald. “They do not tire, they are absolutely loyal, and they are unwavering as they do not fear death. I will now demonstrate to you the extent of their strength.” 
 
    Reginald pointed his index finger to a huge tree nearby. “That tree, uproot it.” 
 
    It was a preposterous order, as the tree was so big that even two adult men wouldn’t be enough to fully embrace its trunk. 
 
    Still, despite this, the knight immediately heeded Reginald’s command. 
 
    The Blackstone Knight groaned, ran toward the tree, and embraced its trunk tightly. 
 
    Its sabaton dug deep into the ground, as its entire body moved to uproot the tree before it. Its armor started forming dents, but at the same time, the trunk of the tree started creaking, its bark forming cracks. 
 
    Although it was more like crushing than uprooting, the knight pulled off the order in the end. 
 
    A loud crashing sound was heard in the forest as the tree trunk moved up, tilted to one side, and fell to the ground. 
 
    “The tree was uprooted…” murmured one of the soldiers. 
 
    The soldiers from the prince’s army stood, dumbfounded at the absurd display of strength. It was the first time they’d seen someone uproot a tree from the ground. 
 
    Although it looked barbaric, it was undeniable that the strength displayed was in the realm of superhuman. 
 
    The soldiers continued to murmur with each other. 
 
    “What… in the heavens is that?” 
 
    “There are five hundred knights like him, and they’re joining our ranks?” 
 
    That single display was enough to convince the majority of the soldiers, but Reginald knew it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    He needed to show them how absolutely crucial it was for the Blackstone Knights to join this war if they wished to win against the demons. And to do that, he needed to show them the full might of the Lord Knight. 
 
    “Lord Knight,” said Reginald. “It’s your turn.” 
 
    The Lord Knight’s eyes glimmered. 
 
    Slowly, it unsheathed the large claymore on its back. Mana gushed out of its body, and it all flowed toward its weapon. 
 
    Oppressive bloodlust oozed out of the Lord Knight, rendering the soldiers, General Sigismund included, temporarily immobile. 
 
    For a moment, the soldiers feared for their lives. They wondered how it was possible for a single person to have bloodlust this piercing and murderous. 
 
    They realized that if Reginald willed it, the Lord Knight could easily slaughter all of them. Even with General Sigismund and Vaison accompanying them, they doubted they would be able to survive. 
 
    Thankfully, it was apparent that Reginald came here with the pure intention of demonstrating the might of his army. 
 
    “Your Highness, it might get dangerous,” said Reginald. “Please step back.” 
 
    It took several seconds before Prince Rykard could respond. He nervously gulped down. “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t hold back,” said Reginald to the Lord Knight. “Show us your entire might.” 
 
    The Lord Knight roared. With both hands, it gripped its claymore tight, infused more mana into it, and made a wide horizontal slash. 
 
    All of the mana in the claymore moved toward the blade’s edge, before shooting toward the forest. A sharp cutting sound was heard, followed by a deafening explosion and a body-numbing shockwave. 
 
    The ground rumbled as hundreds of trees started tilting and falling down at the same time. 
 
    “GRUUUAAHH!” 
 
    And as though that single strike wasn’t enough, the Lord Knight raised its claymore and made a vertical slash. 
 
    The second strike carried the same strength as the previous one. The blade of mana split the ground in half, creating a ravine a hundred meters long. 
 
    “GRUUAAAHH!” 
 
    The Lord Knight was about to do a third strike when Prince Rykard shouted, “Wait! That’s enough!” 
 
    The prince looked utterly terrified and amazed at the same time. 
 
    “Are you sure, Your Highness? I still haven’t demonstrated the regenerative capabilities of the Lord Knight yet.” 
 
    Prince Rykard stared at the Lord Knight, who’d lowered its claymore, for several seconds. He said to Reginald, “Yes. I’ve seen enough.” 
 
    Prince Rykard and his soldiers had heard that the Lord Knight was toyed with by the Sword Saint. But seeing its strength in person, they all realized how far from reality the rumors were. 
 
    There was no way the Sword Saint toyed with that monster. 
 
    The strength it had displayed was no longer in the realm mere soldiers like them could dare gauge. 
 
    That was no knight, but a living, moving weapon of mass destruction. 
 
    It would be terrifying as an enemy, but there would be nothing more reliable than it as an ally. 
 
    “Then, we shall stop the demonstration here,” said Reginald. “Lord Knight, get back here.” 
 
    The Lord Knight sheathed its claymore and returned to its place next to Reginald. 
 
    “So, how was it, Your Highness?” said Reginald. “Did we satisfy your requirements?” 
 
    Prince Rykard looked at the destroyed forest edge. His body was no longer shaking from fear, but excitement. Even the military officers and General Sigismund were looking at the ambassador with a different gaze from before. 
 
    Prince Rykard was glad that the first prince’s guards shunned the ambassador at the door. 
 
    “It’s more than satisfactory, Ambassador,” said Prince Rykard happily. “I swear with my name as an imperial prince, I shall give you my full support.” 
 
    *** 
 
    [Demon Realm] 
 
    After the portal in the Iron Mountains closed suddenly, Chief Researcher Muuka immediately returned to the Demon Realm to investigate the cause. 
 
    Before leaving, he ordered the demon army to tread carefully, going as far as halting the advance of the demons in the Empire. This earned the Empire time to properly organize their armies and plan a counterattack. 
 
    “Oh, Absolute One!” Muuka was prostrating before the Demon Lord’s throne, his face planted firmly on the ground. “Please give me a little bit more time! I promise I’ll find what caused the portal to close!” 
 
    The closing of the portal was a scandal that brought shame to the Red Tower. As it was a responsibility entrusted entirely to Chief Researcher Muuka, everyone pointed the blame at him. 
 
    With that single mistake, the Red Tower started to lose its standing. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the humans are behind this!” said Muuka. “If you’ll allow me to restructure the portal and make another duplicate…” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara, who hardly spoke whenever they met, finally said, “And how long will that take?” 
 
    It was a simple question, but Muuka found it hard to give an immediate answer. The voice of the Immortal Demon was filled with mana, and tremendous pressure swept through the entire throne room whenever he spoke. 
 
    It felt as though all of the mana in the Demon Realm coalesced, took shape, and started conversing with them. 
 
    “H-Half a year, Absolute One!” said Muuka. “Please give me at least half a year!” 
 
    For a moment, Muuka had the urge to say ‘three months,’ but he did not have the heart to dare lie to the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    Duplicating the portal was no simple process, and even six months was stretching thin the deadline. If things did not go as planned, it could take years before he could duplicate the portal again. 
 
    “Half a year…” said the Demon Lord Barkuvara. “Elrenar, what do you think? Your chief researcher says it will take that long to finish investigating what caused the portal to close in the Human Realm.” 
 
    Elrenar, the Lord of the Red Tower, was also prostrating on the ground, right next to Muuka. He also didn’t dare raise his head as a show of absolute obedience to the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    “Muuka is more knowledgeable about portals than me, Absolute One. If he deems that it will take half a year, then it must be so.” 
 
    For a full minute, silence fell. 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara said, “How… uninteresting. Right when I’ve finally regained my strength. Then, to hasten the process, should I investigate the cause myself?” 
 
    “B-But! I-Is there really a need for you to investigate personally, Absolute One?” 
 
    Elrenar was terrified at the thought of making the Demon Lord move to correct their mistake. 
 
    A month ago, the clone of the Demon Lord had returned after acquiring one of the soul fragments scattered throughout the Demon Realm. After assimilating with the clone and the soul fragment, the Demon Lord Barkuvara regained nearly all his original strength. 
 
    Even before regaining the soul fragment, in his incomplete state, the Demon Lord was already powerful enough to slaughter several high demons on his own. 
 
    Elrenar could only imagine how much stronger he was now that he’d regained nearly all the strength he had back in his prime. 
 
    “I’ve been sealed inside the ice prison for over a millennium,” said the Demon Lord Barkuvara. “I want to see how much the Human Realm has changed over the years.” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara rose from his throne. “Elrenar, the portal. Lead me to it.” 
 
    The Lord of the Red Tower didn’t dare argue any further. He said submissively, “As you wish, Absolute One.” 
 
    *** 
 
    With Elrenar and Chief Researcher Muuka at the lead, the Demon Lord Barkuvara entered the Great Cavern where the portal was located. 
 
    Naturally, the tormentors and flesh eaters guarding were flustered as they’d never expected the Immortal Demon to visit. 
 
    “Make way!” 
 
    “Open the main entrance! Clear the path for the Absolute One!” 
 
    As their group made their way through the Great Cavern, the Demon Lord Barkuvara would suddenly stop to gaze at a particular spot every now and then. 
 
    Elrenar knew the reason for this: the Immortal Demon had been sealed in this place for more than a thousand years, and it was only natural to feel nostalgic. 
 
    After walking through the now-widened tunnels of the Great Cavern, their group eventually arrived where the portal was located. 
 
    Dozens of researchers from the Red Tower were continuously stabilizing the portal from this side, as they feared repeating the same mistake as before. The stabilizers had been tripled, and the tormentors made sure to feed them generous amounts of mana crystals on a regular basis. 
 
    The moment the Demon Lord Barkuvara arrived, everyone, regardless of rank and status, stopped what they were doing and prostrated on the ground. 
 
    “The portal is ready to be used at any time, Absolute One,” said Elrenar. “Please allow us to accompany you as you cross to the other side.” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara stared at the portal spanning a few hundred meters in size before him. 
 
    With a single look, he realized how unstable it was. Without the Red Tower continuously feeding it with mana, it would have closed by itself long before now. It was the consequence of forcefully and hastily relocating and duplicating the portal. 
 
    “Muuka, Elrenar,” said the Demon Lord Barkuvara. “Observe carefully. This should be the flow of mana if you wish to stabilize the portal.” 
 
    Massive amounts of mana gushed from the Demon Lord’s body. The mana circled around the portal’s periphery, slowly going to the center, until it was absorbed entirely. The Demon Lord repeated this process several times, and to everyone’s astonishment, the erratic movements of the portal’s mana stopped as it began to fully stabilize. 
 
    The amount of mana the Demon Lord poured into the portal to help stabilize it exceeded what the mana crystals could provide by several times. 
 
    “The… portal has become stable,” murmured Chief Researcher Muuka in bewilderment. 
 
    He would have found it hard to believe had someone told him that a single demon was capable of stabilizing the portal on his own. But he witnessed it himself. So, this was the might of the Immortal Demon. 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara said impassively, “The chief researcher alone shall accompany me inside.” 
 
    Elrenar lowered his head. “As you command.” 
 
    With Muuka accompanying him, the Demon Lord Barkuvara stepped into the portal. The mana twisted, and in a split second, they found themselves on the other side—the Human Realm. 
 
    They arrived at previously lush plains that had been turned into lifeless, arid land. 
 
    It was reeking with death and despair, as all life had been sucked from it by the Corrupted Tower. 
 
    Cattlewood Plains. 
 
    Where Master Harris Mavis fought the demons until his last breath. 
 
    Finally, the Demon Lord Barkuvara had arrived at the Empire. 
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
      
 
   
 VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 13 
 
    After declaring his will to establish a coalition of nations, Lark set out the next day for the Empire. 
 
    First, he decided to stop by the Fork Meadow, a vast grassland to the east of Golden Wheat City. A territory that served as the border between the Youchester Duchy and the dwarven kingdom. 
 
    Lark brought the Scylla and Agnus, in his human form, with him. Their group flew toward their destination at top speed. 
 
    “Remember, hatchling,” said Blackie ruthlessly. “You are my slave now! For a decade! Remember that! Do not move or speak unless I command you to, do you understand?” 
 
    Dragons were prideful creatures, and they always made sure to follow the pact made under dragon oath, no matter what. 
 
    Agnus couldn’t retort; the best he could do was glare and show his anger to his new master. Still, despite his vexation, he nodded his head regardless. His brashness and arrogance had resulted in pricy lessons Agnus was going to learn for the next decade. 
 
    “Blackie, stop taunting him,” said Lark, sitting on the ostentatiously grand golden throne on top of the Scylla’s body. “We’ll be meeting his tribe soon. I don’t want any unnecessary fights between our two groups.” 
 
    Blackie confidently replied, “That won’t happen, God Evander. That hatchling doesn’t have the courage to tell his father and older sister he lost our bet.” 
 
    It was true. Lark knew that Agnus would probably rather die than admit to the other dragons that he’d become the slave of an Earth Scylla. 
 
    Still, it didn’t feel right seeing Blackie bullying the young dragon like this. 
 
    Lark sighed. “Just don’t start any unnecessary fights.” 
 
    The Scylla didn’t object to this and immediately followed Lark’s command. “As you will, God Evander.” 
 
    They flew for hours, and finally, they arrived at the Fork Meadow. Beyond, they could see the massive mountain range where the dwarves lived. Below, the vast grassland and the army camp that had been prepared by the soldiers. 
 
    The moment Lark’s group appeared in the sky, the dwarves and elves started coming out of their tents. And as though they’d practiced it several times, the warriors moved smoothly into formations. 
 
    The Scylla landed on the ground, sending out a strong gust of wind. The flags symbolizing the dwarven kingdom and the elven kingdom fluttered. 
 
    The moment Lark disembarked, they greeted him. 
 
    “We’ve been awaiting your arrival, King Lark!” 
 
    It was amazing that the dwarves and the elves said these words in unison, as though they’d agreed on it beforehand. 
 
    There were five thousand soldiers in this small army. 
 
    A hundred dwarven power suits, four thousand elite dwarven warriors, and a thousand elite archers from the elven kingdom. Plus, the so-called guardian deities of the dwarven kingdom—the Ancient Fire Dragons—came with the army. 
 
    Vulcan and his daughter, Shahaneth, were among the first to greet Lark. 
 
    “It’s been a while, King Lark,” said Vulcan, smiling. 
 
    For a moment, Vulcan’s gaze landed on Agnus. He noticed the stiff expression of his son, but decided not to delve into the reason. 
 
    “Yes, it’s been a while. Vulcan, Shahaneth,” said Lark. “Thank you for listening to the unreasonable request of mine.” 
 
    “Unreasonable?” said Vulcan, laughing. “Of course not! We pledged our allegiance to you, King Lark. This much is natural!” 
 
    As soon as Lark returned from the United Grakas Alliance, he contacted the elven kingdom and the dwarven kingdom, asking them for reinforcements for the Empire. 
 
    Naturally, both complied to his request. The dwarves always followed the will of the dragons, while the elves wanted to repay Lark for helping them solve the problem of their declining birthrate. 
 
    The number of children being born in Aerith had drastically increased since Lark started supplying them with bloodstone water. Now that the fertility rate of the elves had become on par with those of humans, there was no longer any fear of their race going extinct in the near future. 
 
    According to the advisors of King Melandrach, a hundred years from now, the elven kingdom would probably have twenty times its current population. 
 
    Lark turned to the commander of the elves. “Commander Khuumal. It must have been an arduous journey. Thank you for coming all the way here.” 
 
    Commander Khuumal was the strongest elf in Aerith. To show his sincerity, King Melandrach had ordered him to accompany the one thousand strong elite archers. 
 
    “Not at all, King Lark,” said Commander Khuumal. “Rather, I’m glad I have the opportunity to be useful in this war. Fighting the demons in another nation is a lot better than fighting them in elven lands.” 
 
    Although elves were deceitful, they were loyal and patriotic to their homeland. Lark knew that Commander Khuumal meant those words. If they could prevent the elven kingdom from being invaded by the demons in the future, these elves would probably be willing to die in another nation’s soil. 
 
    “Elves,” Vulcan said to Lark. “I’ve got to admit, I was surprised when I heard that you’ve allied with these long ears. Well, I guess the more reinforcements, the better.” 
 
    The elves frowned. 
 
    They did not like being called ‘long ears’ by the other races. Long and pointed ears were the mark of royalty in Aerith, and casually speaking of it was derogatory and insulting to the elves. 
 
    “Vulcan…” said Lark. 
 
    Vulcan looked at the elves and clicked his tongue. Even without him speaking out loud, it was apparent that he was wondering why he should consider the feelings of these lower lifeforms. 
 
    The dwarven king had to prostrate before him, and Vulcan couldn’t see any reason why he should treat these elves differently. 
 
    Vulcan said to Lark, “Fine. I’ll refrain from saying anything for now.” 
 
    Vulcan believed that the army from the dwarven kingdom was enough for this war. As long as Lark fought together with the Ancient Fire Dragons, he believed it would be enough to ward off the demons. Vulcan believed that there was no real merit in bringing the elven army here. 
 
    As though he could read Vulcan’s thoughts, Lark said, “I plan on announcing my intention of forming a coalition of nations in the Empire. To do that, I need to bring both the dwarves and elves with me.” 
 
    “Hmm… I understand. A coalition. Of course,” said Vulcan. “And the beastmen?” 
 
    “Now is a crucial time for their country,” said Lark. “They’ve just suffered directly from the demons’ attack. I can’t take their soldiers with me to the Empire.” 
 
    “Haaa, how useless,” said Vulcan. “Saved by King Lark and they can’t even send reinforcements when they’re needed. What a pathetic bunch.” 
 
    It wasn’t true, but Lark decided not to argue with Vulcan any further. It felt as though he was dealing with a full-grown Agnus. The way the father and son looked down on everyone was exactly the same. 
 
    Would Agnus become like Vulcan once he grew up? 
 
    Well, he probably wouldn’t, as Blackie would make sure to instill into him the meaning of the words ‘meek’ and ‘subservient.’ 
 
    A decade was short from the perspective of a dragon who could live for a thousand years, but it was still enough time to mold the character of a hatchling. 
 
    “King Lark,” said Commander Khuumal. “I apologize, but… how are we going to reach the Empire in time?” 
 
    Vulcan snorted at the elf’s question. 
 
    Lark patiently replied, “We’ll be flying there, Commander.” 
 
    Commander Khuumal was perplexed. He knew that the Scylla, the dragons, and Lark were capable of flying. But how were they going to take these many soldiers with them all the way to the Empire? 
 
    “I’ll end up expending a lot of mana for this, but the presence of the dwarves and the elves is required if we wish to properly establish the existence of an alliance. I need to show everyone that the dwarven kingdom and the elven kingdom are part of the coalition.” 
 
    The compartment underneath the golden throne on top of the Scylla’s body opened. From it, five adamantite cubes the size of a head flew out and hovered right next to Lark. 
 
    They were the cubes Ninirukiriri had recently crafted. For several days, Lark kept adding mana to these cubes to avoid depleting the mana in the Sword of Morpheus. 
 
    They were basically upgraded versions of the mithril cubes. Not only were they capable of storing more mana, they were also far more durable. 
 
    “Four cubes,” said Lark. “I’ll end up using all the mana from four cubes to transport all of us to the Empire.” 
 
    Four cubes seemed a lot, but it was still far better than directly using the mana inside the Sword of Morpheus. 
 
    “If everyone is ready,” said Lark. “Shall we start?” 
 
    Lark started activating the adamantite cubes. The runes on their walls glowed. From them, mana started seeping out. 
 
    “W-What’s happening?” 
 
    “We’re… we’re floating?” 
 
    First, simple levitation magic. 
 
    Second, barrier spells. 
 
    With precise calculation and manipulation, Lark cast levitation spells on everyone, before protecting their bodies with translucent mana barriers. Translucent bubbles enclosed the bodies of the elves and dwarves—the power suits included—as they floated in the air. 
 
    Soon, it dawned on everyone that this was the method they would use to reach the Empire quickly. 
 
    The mana consumption aside, it was surreal that a single magician was capable of transporting a five-thousand-strong army on his own. Even non-magicians knew how much control over mana was needed to pull this feat off. 
 
    Lark flew and landed softly on Blackie’s back. As he’d gotten used to it by now, he sat confidently on the golden throne. 
 
    “If everyone is ready,” said Lark. “We’ll depart immediately.” 
 
    Blackie wagged its tail excitedly. 
 
    “Coalition Army,” said Lark, “to the Empire.” 
 
    “As you command, God Evander!” roared Blackie. 
 
    The seven-headed monster jumped up, flapped its wings, and flew in the direction of the Empire. Following right behind it were the dragons in their human form, the warriors from the dwarven kingdom, and the elite archers of the elven kingdom. 
 
    *** 
 
    [The Great Empire] 
 
    After hearing that the Lukasian ambassador had chosen the fifth prince, Emperor Sylvius Lockhart Mavis summoned Reginald, the fifth prince, and the first prince to the throne room. 
 
    “We greet the Sun and Moon of the Empire, His Majesty, Sylvius Lockhart Mavis!” 
 
    The three knelt before the throne after ceremoniously greeting the Emperor. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius said, “The three of you may stand and raise your heads. I want to see everyone’s faces.” 
 
    Following the Emperor’s command, the three slowly rose to their feet. As the princes had a higher standing than Reginald, they stood together in front, five steps ahead of Reginald. 
 
    “Rykard,” said Emperor Sylvius. 
 
    The stubby prince flinched. “Y-Yes, Your Majesty!” 
 
    Had Reginald not known the real him, he would have believed the cowardly facade the prince was showing. 
 
    Reginald knew that the fifth prince was also vying for the throne. And the pathetic expression he was showing everyone was just a mask he used to fool people. 
 
    “You look… how should I say this? Refreshed?” said Emperor Sylvius in an amused voice. “You must have felt good that the ambassador chose you over your older brother.” 
 
    At those words, the face of Prince Zelroth, the first prince, contorted. He gazed sharply at Prince Rykard. 
 
    “Ah, o-of course, Your Majesty,” said Prince Rykard. He sounded flustered as he stuttered. “I-It’s an honor to have been chosen by the ambassador!” 
 
    A subtle smirk formed on the Emperor’s face. He must have found it amusing that Reginald chose such a pathetic prince. 
 
    His youngest son couldn’t even look him properly in the eye. 
 
    How could that damn fool lead the soldiers? 
 
    As expected, the only way for the Empire to remain strong in the future was to root out such pathetic sprouts. Though Prince Rykard was his son, the Emperor did not feel any fatherly love for him. All he saw was pathetic offspring who did not deserve the name Lockhart Mavis. 
 
    “Reginald,” said the Emperor. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Did you know? When the parasitic demons attacked us, only Prince Quinn moved to protect the citizens of the Empire. These two princes, especially the fifth, hid inside his estate. He locked his doors, refusing to come out, as he ordered all of his soldiers to protect his life.” 
 
    It was no longer possible for Reginald to rescind his decision at this point. So, the Emperor decided to toy with the ambassador by revealing the incompetence of the prince he chose. 
 
    Just to make Reginald suffer, the Emperor mocked his own son. 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if my blood truly runs in his veins,” said the Emperor. “When I was his age, I was going to battlefields and winning wars for my father.” 
 
    The Empire had no need for weak and incompetent people. Emperor Sylvius believed that this was a godsent opportunity to get rid of the demons, the Lukasian army—particularly the Lord Knight—and his pathetic son, all at the same time. 
 
    The duel between the Lord Knight and Sword Saint Isaac Segarus showed that the Blackstone Knights would be useful in battle, and Emperor Sylvius planned on using them to their fullest. He would wring them dry, then throw them away once they’d served their purpose. 
 
    “Reginald, tell me,” said the Emperor. “Is there a particular reason why you chose Rykard over Lysander?” 
 
    Before coming here, Reginald had already prepared an answer for this expected question. 
 
    With a straight face, Reginald said, “I tried meeting with His Highness, the first prince, first, but I was turned down at the door by his guards. I do not wish to lie to Your Majesty. So, if I were to give a reason, I chose the fifth prince because he’s the only one I managed to meet in the first place.” 
 
    The Emperor had surely heard already how the guards shunned the ambassador before he could meet the prince. Knowing this, Reginald decided to use this as the reason he chose the fifth prince. 
 
    “Hahaha! Is that so? Of course, of course. It’s not like you have a lot of leeway in these matters, right, Ambassador?” 
 
    The Emperor was subtly insulting him, but Reginald remained expressionless regardless. 
 
    “It is as Your Majesty says,” said Reginald. 
 
    The Emperor felt exhilarated seeing the ambassador from the damn Kingdom of Lukas act subservient. 
 
    Indeed, this was how things should be. 
 
    “Chamberlain,” said the Emperor. “The decree.” 
 
    The chamberlain, who’d been silently standing several steps below the throne, took out a scroll and unrolled it. Then cleared his throat and read the scroll’s contents, “His Majesty, Emperor Sylvius Lockhart Mavis, is benevolent. He does not lie, and is always true to his word.” 
 
    Unlike the decrees from the other kingdoms, the decree from the Empire always started by praising the Emperor. 
 
    “He is wise, magnanimous, pious, and cares deeply for his people,” continued the chamberlain. “Listen, his subjects. The Emperor hereby decrees that the Lukasian army shall be incorporated into the army of the prince the ambassador has chosen.” 
 
    The chamberlain paused. He took a deep breath, and in a high-pitched voice, continued, “Tomorrow, the combined forces of His Highness, Prince Rykard, and Ambassador Reginald, shall depart for the Town of Cirno. The strategic point located west of Volkheim City and Meredith City. They shall recapture the Town of Cirno, reinforce it, and use it as a rallying point for future reconnaissance missions.” 
 
    Hearing this, Prince Rykard froze. Prince Lysander smirked. 
 
    The decree was basically telling them to die. 
 
    That place was not only teeming with demons, but it was located very near Meredith and Volkheim, and the risk of being surrounded and swarmed by enemies was high. 
 
    According to reports, the lands near Meredith and Volkheim had already been turned dead and barren by the demons. Naturally, Cirno was included in this. 
 
    The Emperor was blatantly trying to eliminate the Lukasian army, together with the fifth prince. 
 
    It was disgusting. 
 
    Even Reginald Vont, who believed in the strength of the Lord Knight, started feeling uneasy. 
 
    “This is the will of His Majesty, Emperor Sylvius Lockhart Mavis,” said the chamberlain. “As the Seven God’s chosen one, it is also the will of the heavens.” 
 
    The announcement of the decree ended. After bowing to the Emperor, the chamberlain returned to his post. 
 
    The Emperor gazed expectantly at Reginald, as though waiting for him to protest. But in the end, to his dismay, Reginald simply accepted the mission entrusted to him. 
 
    “I’ve received His Majesty’s decree,” said Reginald simply. 
 
    “I-I’ve received His Majesty’s decree,” said Prince Rykard with a slightly pallid face. 
 
    Both of them were uneasy, but they knew it was too late to back down. They realized that they severely underestimated how much of a madman the Emperor was. As long as he could achieve his goal, he didn’t as much as bat an eye when asking his son to undertake this impossible mission. 
 
    The Emperor was about to dismiss the two from throne room when the door burst open. The royal guards were about to unsheathe their weapons, but stopped upon seeing a familiar face. 
 
    It was a disrespectful act that warranted the death sentence, but Emperor Sylvius remained silent as the one who’d just entered was none other than General Lazarus. The normally stoic general looked grim. Briskly, he walked toward the throne. 
 
    “Lazarus, what is this about?” said Emperor Sylvius. 
 
    “Apologies, Your Majesty,” said General Lazarus. “But it’s an urgent matter.” It was rare to see the general this agitated. He looked slightly pale, and beads of sweat had formed on his forehead. 
 
    “An army,” said General Lazarus. He huffed, as though he had run all the way here upon receiving this news. “An army has arrived right outside the capital!” 
 
    “An army?” said Emperor Sylvius. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” said General Lazarus. “They call themselves the Coalition Army. Dwarves, elves, dragons, and the King of Lukas is here!” 
 
    It didn’t make sense. Coalition army? 
 
    And what was this nonsense about dwarves and elves appearing at their doorstep? Moreover, dragons? And as though it wasn’t enough, the King of Lukas arrived with them? 
 
    Everything sounded so preposterous that the entire throne room fell silent. 
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    As the Emperor listened to General Lazarus’s report regarding the arrival of the Coalition Army, veins started popping out of his forehead. 
 
    It was insulting that they set foot on the Empire’s soil without asking for the imperial family’s permission. 
 
    “Ambassador,” growled Emperor Sylvius. “What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    Ambassador Reginald looked surprised by King Lark’s sudden arrival, which infuriated Emperor Sylvius further. 
 
    The ambassador momentarily forgot imperial etiquette and was now looking at him. 
 
    “Didn’t you bring those Blackstone Knights here as reinforcements for the Empire? But now, your king has come here, bringing an entire army with him! Without permission from the imperial family! What’s the meaning of this! Answer me!” 
 
    Reginald hadn’t expected this sudden turn of events, but his decades of experience leading the merchants of the kingdom enabled him to come up with an answer. 
 
    “Please do not be mistaken, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Captain Symon and I, together with the Blackstone Knights, are the reinforcements from the Kingdom of Lukas,” said Reginald. “On the other hand, King Lark came here as the leader of the Coalition Army. The two positions aren’t one and the same.” 
 
    Reginald’s answer was a wager. This was the most plausible reason he could give the Emperor right now. 
 
    He’d heard of the alliance with the dwarves before, but this was also his first time hearing about the elves. 
 
    “Don’t play word games with me,” said the Emperor angrily. 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare, Your Majesty,” said Reginald. 
 
    “Then tell me why that damn Marcus brat brought the dwarves and even the dragon with him!” 
 
    The last part seemed to be what infuriated the Emperor the most. 
 
    The Empire could probably handle the dwarven army, but it was an entirely different matter if the war involved the dragons. 
 
    Back when he was young, the Emperor had read in several books about how a single dragon was capable of destroying cities on its own. It was an existence even Master Harris would have a hard time defeating. 
 
    Hearing the Emperor call Lark a ‘Marcus brat,’ Reginald showed his displeasure. “Please choose your words carefully, Your Majesty,” said Reginald fearlessly. 
 
    “This damn—” 
 
    “Your Majesty.” The Chief Royal Advisor, who’d been standing silently near the Emperor all this time, spoke. “The lack of sleep these past several weeks must have taken its toll on you.” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius understood this was the Chief Royal Advisor’s way of indirectly telling him to stop and keep his mouth shut for now. 
 
    Although the power of the Emperor in this nation was absolute, Emperor Sylvius always made sure to listen to the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius looked at Reginald, at the Chief Royal Advisor, then back. He cleared his throat. “You’re right,” said the Emperor. “I didn’t mean to call him a Marcus brat. As Gaillart said, I must be tired.” 
 
    It was no apology, but Reginald was satisfied with this for now. It would be near impossible for the Emperor to utter words of apology or bow his head to anyone. Retracting his words was a miracle by itself. 
 
    In a calmer voice, the Emperor said, “Tell me, Ambassador. Why did King Lark bring that army here? What do they plan on achieving by coming all the way to my Empire?” 
 
    Reginald didn’t know the full extent of Lark’s plan, but he knew what his intentions were. And knowing it was enough for now. 
 
    “I do not have the authority to represent King Lark and his Coalition Army. And I have no authority to tell anyone the purpose of the army’s visit,” said Reginald. Seeing the dissatisfied look on the Emperor’s face, Reginald added, “But I can assure you this, Your Majesty. King Lark does not wish for the Empire’s downfall.” 
 
    The Emperor rubbed his chin as he pondered over the ambassador’s words. 
 
    “Lazarus, as someone who’s met them personally, what do you think?” 
 
    “King Lark said the same thing, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius looked at the Chief Royal Advisor. And after receiving a nod, he said to the general, “Lazarus, I want you to escort them to the throne room. I shall make an exemption and meet with their leaders immediately.” 
 
    “As you command.” 
 
    “And the two of you,” said Emperor Sylvius to the two princes kneeling before the throne. “I shall allow you to stay, but you are forbidden from speaking. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Y-Yes, Your Majesty!” 
 
    “We understand, Your Majesty!” 
 
    The first prince looked pale as he was starting to realize the seriousness of the matter. He realized now how important Reginald Vont was. And the ambassador was going to be enlisted under the army of the fifth prince. 
 
    On the other hand, the Prince Rykard looked thrilled by the sudden turn of events. He kept glancing at the ambassador expectantly. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” 
 
    “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Call Jacob Fraser and the two princesses here. And summon Sword Saint Isaac Segarus and Master Haldor.” 
 
    “It shall be done immediately, My Emperor.” 
 
    An hour later, Jacob Fraser, Princess Kiera, Princess Luna, the Sword Saint, and the Master of the Fourth Tower of Mages arrived at the throne room. 
 
    And after another hour passed, the leaders of the Coalition Army entered the imperial capital. 
 
    *** 
 
    Escorted by General Lazarus, the Ancient Fire Dragon Vulcan, Commander Khuumal, and Lark entered the capital. 
 
    Vulcan was in his half-polymorphed state, openly showing the scales on his skin and his slit-like pupils. It was his way of telling everyone in the Empire that he was a dragon, and that they should revere him as such. 
 
    Commander Khuumal wore an elven cloak on top of his leather armor. A quiver full of arrows and a large wooden bow strapped on his back. 
 
    The four people, who each represented different nations, sat inside the same carriage. One of the windows was open, revealing the structures of the imperial capital. 
 
    “As expected of humans. Despite their limited lifespan, they still managed to build a city this big.” 
 
    Even Vulcan was impressed by the size of the imperial capital. It was seven times larger than the capital of the Kingdom of Lukas, and around twice that of the capital of the dwarven kingdom. 
 
    “But their defenses seem lacking, don’t you agree, King Lark?” 
 
    Vulcan didn’t care if General Lazarus could hear his remark. 
 
    “Don’t compare it to your lair, Vulcan.” 
 
    Vulcan crossed his arms and smirked. “Should I compare it to your nation’s capital then? Your kingdom has better defenses than this place. Those walls we passed through—I could probably blow them down with a couple of spells. But the barrier protecting your city? I wouldn’t be able to break them easily even if I fire my strongest breath attack at it.” 
 
    General Lazarus had heard from their intel that a large barrier enclosed the capital of the kingdom. But he never expected that the dragon would consider it to be more formidable than the defenses protecting the imperial capital. 
 
    Hearing how strong the barrier was straight from the dragon’s mouth made General Lazarus look at Lark in a different light. 
 
    Throughout their journey to the imperial palace, Vulcan would comment on things he saw every now and then, while the rest of the group just listened. 
 
    The elven commander, in particular, remained silent. 
 
    “We’re here,” said General Lazarus. 
 
    The carriage entered the imperial palace’s gates and came to a stop. 
 
    For several seconds, the general hesitated. “Uh… esteemed Lord Dragon, Commander Khuumal, and King Lark,” said General Lazarus. “Regarding imperial etiquette…” 
 
    Vulcan snorted. “What? You want us to bow to your Emperor?” 
 
    “N-No, w-well… that’s not…” 
 
    “We’ll show him respect and proper courtesy, General. Don’t worry,” said Lark. 
 
    General Lazarus sighed in relief. He was glad that King Lark was sensible at least. “Thank you, King Lark,” said General Lazarus. “Please follow me. The throne room is this way.” 
 
    The group traversed the long, wide halls of the imperial palace. And after walking for half an hour, they finally arrived at the throne room. 
 
    “Tell His Majesty that the leaders of the Coalition Army have arrived.” 
 
    The four knights standing guard outside saluted, and one of them contacted their fellow knights to relay the message. 
 
    “The Emperor has granted all of you permission. You may enter the throne room.” 
 
    Vulcan was displeased by the choice of words, but he followed Lark inside regardless. 
 
    Upon entering the throne room, they were greeted by a grand carpet that led all the way to the throne. Dozens of high-ranking imperial knights stood near the walls, and right below the throne stood several familiar faces and officials. Sitting on the throne was a fierce-looking old man with ashen hair. His well-kept beard accentuated his purple garb covered with golden embroidery and jewels. 
 
    The Grand Chamberlain announced their arrival, “The leaders of the Coalition Army, His Majesty, King Lark, Commander Khuumal of the elven kingdom, and the Ancient Fire Dragon Vulcan, have arrived!” 
 
    Just hearing the titles of the three people who’d arrived made the air in the room heavier. 
 
    No one dared to whisper, as the presence of the dragon made everyone tense and on guard. Even Sword Saint Isaac looked unsettled as he gazed warily at them. 
 
    Lark, Commander Khuumal, and Vulcan stopped ten meters before the throne. Unlike others, they didn’t bow or kneel. 
 
    Only Lark and Khuumal greeted the Emperor. 
 
    “It’s an honor to finally meet you, Emperor Sylvius.” 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet the Sun and Moon of the Empire.” 
 
    “Welcome to my Empire,” said Emperor Sylvius. “We finally meet, King Lark.” 
 
    “I finally get to see you, Emperor.” Lark smiled. 
 
    The Emperor studied Lark’s face for several seconds. It was a strange feeling to finally meet the young king who’d managed to repel their previous invasion. His gaze then moved to the elf and the dragon. 
 
    “You must be the elven commander, and the one next to you is the esteemed Fire Dragon.” 
 
    Vulcan looked displeased after hearing the Emperor casually name him. Had it not been for Lark requesting he not cause a commotion here, he would have immediately reprimanded the Emperor for not showing him proper reverence. 
 
    “I heard from Lazarus that you brought an army here,” said Emperor Sylvius. “Tell me, King Lark. What’s your purpose in coming here? And why did you bring this army with you?” 
 
    Lark didn’t hesitate as he replied, “I’m here to make an offer, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The Emperor’s eyes glimmered with amusement. “An offer?” 
 
    “Become a member of the Coalition Army, Emperor Sylvius,” said Lark. “In return, we shall help defend the Empire against the demons.” 
 
    It was a bold offer. Something only those who wield absolute power could say. 
 
    “Do you understand what you’re saying?” said Emperor Sylvius. “You’re asking the most powerful nation to come under your wing?” 
 
    “Come under our wing? Hmm… it’s true it might come off that way. But this is not coercion, Emperor. This is an offer. And we’re not asking the Empire to be our subordinates. Just think of it as a reciprocal relationship, Your Majesty. The members of the coalition shall provide supplies and manpower in exchange for protection. It’s an offer that will surely benefit the Empire in the long run.” 
 
    The Emperor understood. In exchange for supplies and a pledge of allegiance, they could preserve the Empire’s fighting forces. Although the coalition would also ask the Empire to provide soldiers, they wouldn’t be fighting alone. Moreover, they would be under the protection of the dragon. 
 
    The Empire’s wealth was immeasurable, and providing supplies for the army would hardly hurt their treasury at all. Entering the coalition was the logical thing to do, but the Emperor disliked the idea of being under someone’s wing, especially someone the same age as his youngest son. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius would have ruminated about it if the dragon made the offer. 
 
    “Eighteen cities, thirty-one towns, and countless villages,” said Emperor Sylvius. “My Empire is vaster than you can imagine, King Lark. And you’re saying you can protect it?” 
 
    There was a mocking tone in the Emperor’s voice, but Lark simply dismissed it. 
 
    “It’s impossible for the coalition to protect all of the territories, of course,” said Lark calmly. “But it is possible for us to come to your aid and protect strategic points, preventing the demons from encroaching your territories further.” 
 
    “King Lark, your claims are too bold,” said Emperor Sylvius. “Only those who wield absolute power can protect the strong.” 
 
    “I can no longer listen to this!” said Vulcan. “King Lark, why are we entertaining the words of this stupid old man!?” 
 
    “You! What did you say?!” 
 
    Several imperial knights pulled out their weapons after hearing the insult uttered by Vulcan. Although they knew the opponent was a dragon, they fearlessly rebuked him for mocking the Emperor. 
 
    “You’ve crossed the line!” 
 
    “Slandering the Emperor warrants—” 
 
    “You are too damn noisy.” With a single word imbued with dragon fear, the entire throne room turned dead silent. 
 
    Before coming here, Lark requested that Vulcan suppress his dragon fear as much as possible out of respect for the Emperor. And now that Vulcan openly showed the characteristic aura of a dragon, the imperial knights who pointed their swords at him froze. 
 
    “You dare look me in the eyes? Even the dwarven king has to tread carefully when I’m around! You damn, impudent humans!” 
 
    The dragon fear oozing out of Vulcan intensified, and soon, the imperial knights who pulled out their swords started kneeling on the ground. They did not want to do it, but an invisible force coerced them to do so. 
 
    The throne room was engulfed by Vulcan’s dragon fear. And the Emperor himself started to have difficulty breathing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    The cold voice came from Sword Saint Isaac Segarus. He was among the few people in the room who remained unaffected by the dragon fear. 
 
    Slowly, Isaac Segarus walked toward Vulcan. “Don’t me make pull out my sword,” said the Sword Saint angrily. “Stop this instant!” 
 
    “You’re ordering me around?” Vulcan bared his fangs. “You? Do you seriously believe you’ll be able to injure me with that toy?” 
 
    The Sword Saint lived by the sword his entire life. And hearing someone call his weapon a toy, even if it was a dragon, was utterly insulting. 
 
    “Want to try it then?” The Sword Saint unsheathed his sword and started imbuing mana into it, sharpening its blade severalfold. 
 
    Everyone knew that if they did not stop these two, a fight would soon break out. 
 
    “That’s enough, Vulcan.” 
 
    Hearing those words from Lark, Vulcan immediately curbed his dragon fear. 
 
    Vulcan clicked his tongue. 
 
    “That’s enough, Isaac.” Emperor Sylvius also asked the Sword Saint to step back. 
 
    “Consider yourself lucky, human,” mocked Vulcan. 
 
    “Vulcan…” 
 
    “I know, I know.” 
 
    Everyone looked relieved after Lark and the Emperor de-escalated the fight. The only exception to this was the Master of the Fourth Tower. Master Haldor looked disappointed, as though he was looking forward to the Sword Saint and the dragon killing each other. 
 
    “It seems I need to discipline my people more sternly.” The words uttered by the Emperor were no apology, but it was close to it. Those who heard this couldn’t help but be surprised, as it was the first time they’d heard the Emperor make a compromise. 
 
    Although he did not openly show it, Vulcan’s little show must have affected the Emperor somewhat. 
 
    “Let’s proceed from where we left off, King Lark.” 
 
    “Of course, Emperor Sylvius.” 
 
    After that, Lark and the Emperor continued to have a discussion regarding the Coalition Army. Its scope, the number of soldiers, power, and the terms of the alliance. 
 
    The Emperor hadn’t expected the United Grakas Alliance to be part of it. And upon hearing this, he started considering the offer more seriously. 
 
    “This is unprecedented,” said the Emperor in a low voice. “Even the Beast King is involved…” 
 
    The Emperor said to Lark, “Why didn’t the United Grakas Alliance send soldiers here? Based on the reports, only the dwarves and elves came with you.” 
 
    “The United Grakas Alliance suffered the brunt force of the attack,” said Lark. “One of their key territories was wiped off the map and tens of thousands of their warriors died. They insisted on sending warriors here, but I adamantly refused. I believe it better to give them time to recover for now. It’ll be beneficial for the Coalition Army in the long run.” 
 
    This decision showed how much leeway King Lark had. It showed that he did not lack power, as he was not that desperate for the participation of the beastmen. 
 
    “I understand that the dwarves follow the dragon’s will, but the elves?” said the Emperor. “Is the elven king fine with sending his soldiers here, to die in another nation’s soil?” 
 
    Commander Khuumal spoke, “Coming here was our own decision, Emperor. All of the elves who came with me volunteered. Our kingdom is now starting to recover, and if we can prevent bloodshed in our kingdom, we do not mind perishing far from our homeland.” 
 
    After having a lengthy conversation with the leaders of the Coalition Army, Emperor Sylvius started seriously considering joining the alliance. The benefits greatly outweighed the risks, and had it not been for his pride, he would have readily agreed to it. 
 
    While the Emperor was contemplating, the Chief Royal Advisor spoke. “Your Majesty, may I ask King Lark one thing?” 
 
    “Gaillart?” 
 
    “King Lark,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “You said the Coalition Army promises to protect all of its members. But you also said that the demons are capable of duplicating the portal to the Demon Realm.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Then, please answer this. In the event that the demons opened portals to the Empire, the United Grakas Alliance, the Kingdom of Lukas, and the elven kingdom at the same time…” The Chief Royal Advisor paused, looked Lark in the eyes, and said, “Who are you going to prioritize?” 
 
    It was a tricky but valid question. As expected of the most intelligent man in the Empire. 
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    It was a sensitive but crucial question for the coalition. 
 
    Although all its members joined forces for a mutual goal, each of them would wish to prioritize their own nations. 
 
    But what would happen if all the territories of the coalition members were attacked at the same time? How would the coalition react? 
 
    Lark could argue it was impossible for the demons to create four portals at the same time, but he was certain it was not the kind of answer the Chief Royal Advisor wanted to hear. 
 
    By asking this question, the Chief Royal Advisor was probing about the capabilities of the coalition, its priority, and the strength of its army. 
 
    Instead of answering the Chief Royal Advisor directly, Lark decided to ask the dragon a question instead. 
 
    “Vulcan, while we were in the carriage, you said you could destroy the walls of the imperial capital with just a couple of spells.” 
 
    Vulcan looked at him quizzically, wondering why Lark was suddenly bringing up the past topic. “That’s right.” 
 
    “By estimate, how much power do you need to destroy this city?” 
 
    Dangerous words started coming out of Lark’s mouth. Slowly, the faces of those in the throne room started to turn pale. Reginald Vont looked uneasy too. 
 
    “King Lark, what are you saying?” said the Emperor angrily. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor shook his head. “Please let King Lark finish, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The Emperor looked vexed, but he listened to the Chief Royal Advisor regardless. 
 
    Lark continued, “Tell me, Vulcan.” 
 
    “What a strange question. Hmmm… This city is large, but judging by its defenses, it would probably take me two days? If the mages of the Empire turn out stronger than expected, then maybe five days at most.” 
 
    Five days to destroy the capital of the Empire, considered the safest place in the entire continent. 
 
    It was a bold claim, but since it came from a dragon, it was believable. 
 
    Vulcan grinned sinisterly. “But if it’s a surprise attack, I could probably destroy it in one day! Kakaka! Why are you asking, King Lark? Should I destroy the imperial capital now?” 
 
    Hearing this, Lark thought Vulcan really resembled his youngest son. 
 
    Lark said, “Don’t be ridiculous. And it’ll do you no good if you take the Empire too lightly, Vulcan.” 
 
    Lark proceeded with another question. “How about the capital of the Kingdom of Lukas? How much time would it take you to destroy it on your own, Vulcan?” 
 
    “Your capital? Why are you asking when you already know the answer, King Lark?” Vulcan looked at him as though he was asking something ridiculous. “Even if I tried, I wouldn’t be able to destroy the capital of your kingdom.” 
 
    Vulcan shrugged and added, “You’d need at least two adult dragons to destroy the barrier enclosing it, and the recently built tower is enough to kill even me in my dragon form if I’m not careful.” 
 
    Everyone in the throne room was dumbfounded. The dragon, who claimed to be capable of destroying the imperial capital on his own, was now saying it was impossible to destroy the capital of a smaller nation. 
 
    Lark smiled at the Chief Royal Advisor. “This is my answer to your question. If the demons started attacking all the nations under the Coalition Army, they would not be helplessly pushed back. The defensive artifacts we’ll provide will be enough to hold back the enemies. I assure you this.” 
 
    If the defensive artifacts were powerful enough to protect the cities from a dragon’s breath attack, then there was no questioning its capability. There was no longer a need to directly answer the Chief Royal Advisor’s question. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor probed further. “You’re saying you’ll provide the same barrier and defensive tower to the Empire? Is that even possible?” 
 
    “I already provided one for the elven kingdom,” said Lark simply. “It wouldn’t be a problem to also provide one for the Empire. And I understand that the Empire’s territory is vast. But as long as I’m given enough time, it should be possible to create multiple barriers and towers in the Empire.” 
 
    Hearing this, the Chief Royal Advisor said to the Emperor, “Your Majesty—” 
 
    “I know, Gaillart.” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius frowned. He had to admit, the offer to join the coalition had become very attractive. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to accept that young king as their leader. His pride wouldn’t permit him to. 
 
    He needed some time to think things through. 
 
    The Emperor said, “How long do you intend to stay here in the capital?” 
 
    Lark said, “I did not come here as reinforcements, but as the leader of the coalition. Since the Empire isn’t officially part of the coalition yet, we’ll leave in seven days. Please give us an answer by then.” 
 
    “Seven days…” 
 
    It was neither too long nor too short. 
 
    And unbeknownst to the Emperor, it was the minimum amount of time needed to refill the adamantite cubes with mana. Once the adamantite cubes had been refilled with mana, the Coalition Army could fly to their next destination. 
 
    “After seven days, if we refuse to become part of the coalition, do you plan on going back to the Kingdom of Lukas?” 
 
    Lark shook his head. “No, Your Majesty. We plan on going to the next nearest territory. The Three States Alliance or maybe the Republic of Everfrost. And there are more kingdoms further north. We’ll decide by then, after we hear your answer.” 
 
    They realized Lark planned on making the same offer to the other nations in the continent. And this seemingly impossible feat was made possible due to his formidable magic. 
 
    Whether or not the Coalition Army would stay long in the Empire would all depend on the Emperor’s answer. 
 
    “Very well,” said Emperor Sylvius. “I will give you an answer in the next seven days.” 
 
    “Thank you for considering the Coalition Army’s offer,” said Lark. 
 
    “We’ll provide accommodations for you and your soldiers, King Lark,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “There is a recently built camp near the southern gate. I believe it’ll be adequate to accommodate all of your men. As for Commander Khuumal, King Lark, and the esteemed Lord Dragon, we can provide rooms in the imperial palace for the three of you.” 
 
    “I shall take you up on that offer,” said Lark. 
 
    The Emperor said to his daughters, “Kiera, Luna.” 
 
    The ears of the two princesses perked up upon the mention of their names. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” 
 
    “Your Majesty!” 
 
    “The two of you will guide King Lark during his stay in the capital.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    There was a reason the Emperor decided to appoint them as King Lark’s guide during his stay in the capital. 
 
    The Emperor knew his daughters had nasty personalities, but it was undeniable they were great beauties. In the end, no matter how powerful, King Lark was still a man—and a very young one at that. It should still be possible for the two to beguile him during his stay in the capital. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius carefully studied Lark’s expression. For a moment, the Emperor was glad that Lark decided not to bring up the issue regarding the Morton Twins. 
 
    With this meeting, the Emperor finally realized that King Lark was nothing like King Alvis. This young king reminded Emperor Sylvius of his younger self. 
 
    Bold. Ambitious. 
 
    The only difference was King Lark already held so much power at such a young age. It was really ridiculous that someone so young had already achieved so much. 
 
    *** 
 
    After the leaders of the Coalition Army left, only Emperor Sylvius and the Chief Royal Advisor remained in the throne room. 
 
    For several minutes, the throne room was engulfed by silence. The two most powerful men in the Empire were currently deep in thought after meeting King Lark. 
 
    They did not expect the young king to hold so much power. And they did not expect him to hold so much sway in their negotiations. 
 
    It was surreal, but even the Ancient Fire Dragon listened to him. 
 
    Eventually, the Emperor spoke. “Gaillart, should I retract the decree?” 
 
    It was one of the things bothering the Emperor. Before they’d learned of the Coalition Army’s arrival, the Emperor had issued a decree to the fifth prince to secure the Town of Cirno. 
 
    The Town of Cirno was near the City of Meredith and the City of Volkheim. That region had become infested by demons, and they needed at least a legion if they wished to reclaim that land. 
 
    The prince’s army would be surely annihilated if they tried to secure it. And together with the army, the ambassador and the Blackstone Knights would also be killed in battle. 
 
    This perfect plan backfired the moment the Coalition Army arrived in the Empire. 
 
    They did not know how the Coalition Army would react if the ambassador were to be killed in this mission. 
 
    “It will sully Your Majesty’s dignity and that of the imperial family if you retract it so soon.” 
 
    Not half a day had passed since the imperial decree had been given out. 
 
    The Emperor smiled wryly. “How very unlike you, Gaillart. Even you care about things such as dignity and pride, huh?” 
 
    “I’m also human, and I still have my emotions with me, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Of course,” said the Emperor. “So, my dear confidant, what should we do?” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor said, “That mission is bound to fail. All we can do now is wait”—The Chief Royal Advisor looked in the direction of the window—“and hope the ambassador somehow survives the mission.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Princess Kiera always prided herself on having high standards in men. 
 
    Wealth, lineage, looks, and power. 
 
    A man must have all of these characteristics before she could consider him a potential partner. And for the first time in her life, Princess Kiera found a man who more than fit her criteria. 
 
    And she did not expect this man to be the king of another nation: King Lark, King Regent of the Kingdom of Lukas. 
 
    That bitch. Princess Kiera gnashed her teeth as she watched Princess Luna casually talk to King Lark. Together with Jacob Fraser, she started introducing the fifth prince who King Lark was meeting for the first time. 
 
    Father tasked both of us to be King Lark’s guide during his stay in the imperial capital! How dare you initiate conversation with him without your older sister’s approval! 
 
    Boiling with rage, Princess Kiera wanted to cut into the conversation, but she was afraid it would offend the dragon. 
 
    Damn it! Why isn’t he looking at me! At least talk to me! 
 
    For some strange reason, King Lark was completely ignoring her. He did not bother to glance in her direction as he talked with Reginald Vont, Princess Luna, Prince Rykard, and Jacob Fraser. 
 
    Unable to stand it anymore, Princess Kiera decided to gamble. Even if it would offend the dragon, she decided to join the conversation. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” 
 
    Finally, King Lark looked at her. 
 
    Those cold, blue eyes. They were definitely the eyes of a ruler. A very powerful one at that. The princess felt thrilled upon locking eyes with King Lark. 
 
    “Princess Kiera.” 
 
    Hearing her name come out of the young king’s mouth, Princess Kiera was delighted. She tucked her hair behind her ears and smiled as brightly as she could. 
 
    “I’m sorry for interrupting in the middle of the conversation, but I find this place inappropriate for someone as great as Your Majesty.” 
 
    They were currently in the main hall of the imperial palace. 
 
    “My father, the Emperor, appointed me as your guide. Please let me guide you.” Princess Kiera didn’t bother including Princess Luna. “There is a suitable sitting room nearby. I suggest you hold your conversations there, King Lark.” 
 
    It was a perfect excuse to join the conversation. And once King Lark agreed to follow her to the sitting room, she would task the guards to silently remove Princess Luna from the picture. 
 
    She could easily arrange for such things to happen, as she held a great deal of power in the imperial palace. 
 
    But to her surprise, different words came out of King Lark’s mouth. 
 
    “I’m afraid of taking away your precious time from you, Your Highness,” said Lark in a gentle voice. “I am already acquainted with Princess Luna here. I believe she’ll be enough to serve as my guide during my brief visit.” 
 
    For a moment, Princess Kiera stood there, dumbfounded. 
 
    Although King Lark stated those words kindly, he was outright rejecting her offer to guide him during his stay in this city. And to make things worse, she saw Princess Luna smirking at her, as though she planned everything all along. 
 
    Princess Kiera’s body quivered from anger, but she couldn’t openly show it, as she was afraid of offending the leaders of the Coalition Army. 
 
    Her father was wary of these men, and she knew he wouldn’t protect her if she offended them. 
 
    “I-I understand.” 
 
    In the end, Princess Kiera conceded. “T-Then, I wish you a wonderful stay in the imperial c-capital!” Embarrassed, Princess Kiera quickly left the imperial palace. 
 
    After she left, Princess Luna laughed. “That was amazing, Your Majesty.” There were tears at the corner of her eyes. She really enjoyed the spectacle she’d just witnessed. It was her first time seeing her older sister that flustered. 
 
    Lark chuckled. “Did I do well?” 
 
    Through the communication artifact, Princess Luna had already told Lark beforehand about Princess Kiera. And she made a request for King Lark to overtly show favor to her should the opportunity arise. 
 
    It was a petty plan, but thankfully, Lark agreed to her request. 
 
    “You did reaaally well, Your Majesty!” said Princess Luna in a very pleased voice. “I’ll never forget the look on her face! Serves her right, that bitch!” 
 
    It was only after she uttered the last word did Princess Luna realize she’d shown too much of her true self to King Lark. Her ears turned red from shame, and she found it hard to look Lark in the eyes any longer. 
 
    “F-Forgive me for such uncouth words, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Lark laughed. “It’s fine. I actually like you better this way. You should loosen up, Princess.” 
 
    “I-Is that so?!” 
 
    As their group continued to walk toward the exit, Lark turned his attention to Reginald Vont. “I heard of the decree. You’re tasked with reclaiming a town occupied by the demons?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. The Town of Cirno,” said Reginald. “We’re tasked to recapture it and fortify the city. I believe it’ll serve as a rallying point in the future for the Imperial Army.” 
 
    “And the city’s location?” 
 
    “West of Volkheim and Meredith City. It’s the second nearest town to both of them.” 
 
    “Sounds like someone wants you dead, Ambassador.” 
 
    Reginald smiled wryly but didn’t utter a reply. 
 
    From those details alone, Lark could already tell the intentions behind this mission. He knew that the Emperor used it as an excuse to get rid of the Blackstone Knights. 
 
    “I’ll help you.” 
 
    “Pardon? But I thought the Emperor hadn’t agreed to become part of the Coalition Army yet?” 
 
    “Does that matter?” said Lark. “And I’ll be acting alone this time. I won’t involve the Coalition Army, as the offer to the Emperor still stands. I just feel it’d be a shame if you and the fifth prince die during this mission, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m coming too,” said Vulcan. 
 
    Hearing that King Lark and the Ancient Fire Dragon were coming with them, Reginald and Prince Rykard felt the heavy weight lift off their shoulders. They could finally breathe easily. 
 
    It was truly a saving grace these people came to the capital today. 
 
    “So, when are you going to depart?” said Lark. 
 
    Reginald replied, “Around two days from now, King Lark.” 
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    It was the eve of their departure for the Town of Cirno. 
 
    “Still awake, Your Highness?” 
 
    Vaison, the large muscular man who’d been serving the fifth prince since he was young, found him sitting by the porch, staring at the moonlit sky. 
 
    “There are only a couple of hours left before dawn. You should get at least some sleep, my prince.” 
 
    Prince Rykard felt restless as the designated day loomed closer. 
 
    Although he’d seen the strength of the Blackstone Knights, and he knew the dragon and King Lark were coming with them, he still couldn’t help but feel anxious. 
 
    Their destination was a territory occupied by demons, after all. 
 
    “Hah… sleep?” said Prince Rykard. “Look at me, Vaison.” The prince’s hand holding the teacup continued to tremble. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I tried. I feel… nauseous. Although I know this opportunity might not come again, I still ask myself if this is the right decision. If things go wrong during our mission, this might be my last time seeing the imperial capital.” 
 
    Vaison could understand where he was coming from. Although the prince was probably one of the most suited to be the crown prince, this was his first time going into war. And to make things worse, his first opponents were demons. This was vastly different from the assassination attempts he’d been encountering his entire life. 
 
    At the very least, the prince could predict what his siblings would do. But it was impossible for him to do so with those who weren’t human. 
 
    This uncertainty, coupled with the small number of soldiers in their army, made the prince anxious to the point of wanting to vomit. 
 
    “Vaison… since we might die in the next couple of days, let me ask you this.” 
 
    There was a long pause. Vaison waited patiently for the prince to continue his next words. 
 
    “Do you regret it?” said Prince Rykard. “If you served my second oldest brother instead, your position would have been more secured in the Empire.” 
 
    Vaison frowned. It was the first time he’d seen his master this vulnerable. “Please don’t say such things, Your Highness. I pledged my oath to you. No matter what happens, I will never abandon you. And I never regret serving you. Not even once, my prince.” 
 
    Prince Rykard felt touched, and he willed his tears back. 
 
    “Vaison and General Sigismund. I’m really lucky to have the two of you.” The prince firmed his resolve. “I promise, once I ascend the throne, I will greatly reward all those who accompanied me in this journey. And I promise to become an emperor far greater than my father.” 
 
    Vaison smiled warmly. “I look forward to that day, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Unable to sleep, the two simply stared at the night sky. And soon, without them realizing it, the day of their march to the Town of Cirno arrived. 
 
    *** 
 
    With General Sigismund at the lead, the Rykard Army gathered outside the imperial capital. A month’s worth of supplies was loaded to the carts, and the soldiers grouped up. 
 
    With the help of Captain Symon, the Rykard Army and the Blackstone Army merged and rallied under one banner. 
 
    “Is everyone here?” When Lark arrived with Vulcan, the clanking of metal and the sound of the soldiers’ footsteps died at once. 
 
    “Your Majesty, King Lark! And esteemed Lord Dragon, Vulcan!” 
 
    Prince Rykard greeted Lark immediately. Although the son of the Emperor, he didn’t hesitate to show Lark the utmost respect and courtesy. 
 
    “All of the soldiers on my side are ready, King Lark,” said Prince Rykard. 
 
    Captain Symon said, “The Blackstone Knights are ready to go at any time, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Lark nodded approvingly. “Then we can march at any time. Please give us the signal, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Eh, me?” 
 
    Prince Rykard couldn’t understand why Lark was treating him so favorably. Even his father, the Emperor, had to tread carefully when dealing with King Lark. And now, King Lark was asking him to openly lead this combined army. 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” said Lark. “We’re marching to the Town of Cirno under your banner. It’s only proper for you to lead us.” 
 
    “Is… that so?” 
 
    Vaison whispered to Prince Rykard, “Your Highness, I believe the soldiers wish to hear a few words of encouragement. They also feel anxious about this mission, just like you.” 
 
    Prince Rykard clenched his fists. He realized now was the time to show everyone he was entirely different from the rumors. Now that he’d decided to come out of the shadow of his former self, he needed to show everyone what he was capable of. 
 
    “Thank you for this chance, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Prince Rykard didn’t forget to thank Lark for giving him this chance. He knew that although they were marching under the banner of the fifth prince, it was really Lark who held power in this combined army. 
 
    Prince Rykard stood in front of all his soldiers and raised his voice. “Rykard soldiers!” 
 
    These soldiers had been serving him since he was a kid. Although he was dubbed as the trash prince of the imperial family, these men continued serving him. Although the majority were loyal to General Sigismund and not Prince Rykard himself, there were some who served the prince of their own will. And to these men, Prince Rykard was eternally grateful. 
 
    “The time for us to prove the strength of the Rykard Army has come! For years, you’ve trained from dawn to dusk! You’ve swung the sword tens of thousands, no, countless times! The calluses on your palms! The scars on your arms! They are proof of how hard you’ve been training to achieve where you are right now!” 
 
    This was the first time the fifth prince showed his true self to the soldiers. And it came as a surprise to them. 
 
    Normally, they would see the prince drunk and reeking of women’s perfume. But now, he was fully clad in armor, making a speech to a thousand people. 
 
    “I know all of you have uncertainties and doubts! But rest assured, no matter what happens, I shall not run away! No matter the outcome of this mission, I shall stay with all of you in this battle until the end.” 
 
    Most nobles and royals would reassure their soldiers by promising to take care of their bereaved families. But the fifth prince went beyond that. He promised to stay with them until the end, even if it meant death. It was a promise that carried far heavier weight than mere monetary rewards. 
 
    “Of course, I’ve made arrangements to make sure the family of the soldiers who will die in this mission will be taken care of! 
 
    “My soldiers! It’s alright to feel fear! It’s alright to doubt! But we must take this step! Not just for the sake of imperial throne succession, but for the sake of the Empire itself! 
 
    “The world does not listen to those who do not have power! I will not be able to make reforms in this nation unless I become the Emperor! And to do that, I need to become the crown prince first! The achievements we’ll garner in this mission will pave the road to the throne!” 
 
    Those were bold words that would garner the enmity of all his brothers. 
 
    The Rykard soldiers never expected to hear such words from the prince. And strangely, everyone felt indescribable heat fill their bodies. They realized they’d been waiting for this chance all along. They realized they’d been honing their sword all for this moment. 
 
    If this mission ended as a success, the prince they’d been serving would definitely be recognized not only by the people, but also by the imperial family. 
 
    “Valiant soldiers of Rykard Army! We march to the Town of Cirno to reclaim our lost land!” 
 
    “Hooaahh!” 
 
    The ground trembled from the fervent shouts and stomping of the Rykard soldiers. 
 
    Wiping the tears at the corner of his eyes, General Sigismund approached Prince Rykard. “Ohhh, that was such a great speech, Your Highness!” 
 
    “W-Why are you crying, General?!” 
 
    “This old man is so glad to see you all grown up,” said General Sigismund. “I really want to hug Your Highness right now!” 
 
    “Wait, what are you doing, General!” 
 
    Lark laughed as he listened to the two’s exchange. Even the soldiers around them were smiling. 
 
    Lark said to Reginald, “You did well choosing the fifth prince.” 
 
    “He was strongly recommended to me by Her Highness, Princess Luna.” 
 
    “By the princess?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. I initially planned on enlisting under the first prince, as he has a larger army. But the princess talked to me one day and told me to choose the fifth prince instead. And looking at it now, it seems Her Highness was correct.” 
 
    “Hmmm… I see.” 
 
    Lark had noticed before. The princess had abnormally good insight in these matters. 
 
    “King Lark,” said Vulcan. “The brat from before is here.” 
 
    Lark looked in the direction where Vulcan was looking. He saw Jacob Fraser approaching them at speed. 
 
    The Lord Knight was about to intercept him, but Lark signaled to let the Royal Court Magician pass. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” Fraser skidded to a halt in front of Lark. “Please bring me with you!” 
 
    “Lord Fraser?” 
 
    “Please bring me with you,” Fraser huffed. “I apologize for suddenly coming here like this, but it’s important to me. Please take me with you to the Town of Cirno.” 
 
    Instead of answering, Lark turned to Prince Rykard instead. “Your Highness, are we permitted to involve the Tower of Mages in this mission?” 
 
    Prince Rykard said, “I’m… not sure, Your Majesty. Royal Court Magicians like Lord Fraser normally move only under the directives of the Emperor or the Chief Royal Advisor.” 
 
    “Did the Emperor send you here?” said Lark. 
 
    Fraser shook his head. “No, Your Majesty. It’s my own decision.” 
 
    “I need to hear why you wish to come with us Lord Fraser. The last thing we want is to be accused of using the Tower of Mages without the Emperor’s approval.” 
 
    Fraser hesitated for a moment, but decided to tell Lark everything. 
 
    He told Lark how his little brother was finally healed after receiving the book. And he told Lark about the deal he had with Master Haldor of the Fourth Tower of Mages. 
 
    After hearing his story, Lark said, “I apologize, Lord Fraser. But I can’t take you with me.” 
 
    Fraser hadn’t expected Lark to refuse his request. He was an imperial court magician after all. And his participation would greatly improve the outcome of their mission. 
 
    “B-But why?” 
 
    “You’ve been given an impossible task by the Tower Master,” said Lark simply. “If you go there, you will die.” 
 
    Fraser’s hair bristled. Had other people said this to him, he would have simply dismissed it as gibberish. But this was King Lark himself. An extremely skilled magician who lorded over a powerful army. 
 
    “The life of those who are living precedes those who are dead. I understand you wish to take revenge on the ones who killed your parents, Lord Fraser,” said Lark. “But I’m afraid your anger is clouding your judgment. If you die now, what will happen to your little brother?” 
 
    Fraser felt as though a bucket of cold water was thrown at him. He felt his mind clear in an instant. He realized he’d been consumed by rage the moment he found the first lead to his parents’ murderers. 
 
    “The fleshy obelisk you’re talking about is a Corrupted Tower,” said Lark. “It’s a living, moving artifact capable of sucking the life of the land it stands on. It’s an artifact that gives birth to flesh eaters. Just touching its flesh will corrode a human’s skin, and the poison that seeps through your body will kill you eventually.” 
 
    Lark continued, “Lord Fraser, even if you somehow manage to get past the demons guarding it in Meredith City, you’ll end up dying the moment you start collecting a sample of it.” 
 
    Hearing this, Fraser understood why Lark immediately rejected his request to accompany them. Fraser wanted to go to the Town of Cirno so he could reach Meredith City faster and safer, but it seemed the mission given to him by Master Haldor was something impossible to complete in the first place. 
 
    Fraser realized it was fortunate Lark stopped him here. Had he gone there on his own, he would have probably never returned alive. 
 
    “After reclaiming Cirno, the Empire plans on fortifying it and turn it into a rallying point,” said Lark. “Rein in your anger, Lord Fraser. Bide your time and wait patiently until the Empire launches an all-out attack on the demons at Meredith.” 
 
    Fraser closed his eyes and nodded. “I understand.” After opening them, he lowered his head and said, “I’m sorry for hindering your march. I wish you success on your mission, King Lark.” 
 
    Fraser also bowed to the fifth prince. 
 
    After Fraser left, the Rykard Army departed for the Town of Cirno. 
 
    *** 
 
    Five days had passed since the Rykard Army left the imperial capital. 
 
    Lark, Vulcan, Prince Rykard, and Reginald sat inside the same carriage. 
 
    “Your Majesty… I’m just wondering,” said Prince Rykard. 
 
    “Your Highness?” 
 
    “At our current pace, it’ll take us around a week more to reach the Town of Cirno. But today’s the seventh day…” 
 
    Lark understood what Prince Rykard was trying to say. Today marked the seventh day since the Coalition Army arrived in the imperial capital. And today was the last day to decide whether or not the Empire would join the coalition. 
 
    “Commander Khuumal will receive the Empire’s decision on my behalf,” said Lark. “And he’ll contact me through the intercity communication device.” 
 
    “And if my father refuses?” 
 
    “Then the Coalition Army will leave the Empire. It’s what we promised, after all.” 
 
    “Then, are you planning to go back to the Kingdom of Lukas?” 
 
    “No. If the Empire refuses to be part of the coalition, we’ll go to the Republic of Everfrost after we reclaim the Town of Cirno.” 
 
    “The Republic? You’re really keen on making all the major powers in this continent part of the coalition, King Lark. Don’t tell me you plan on going to the Principality, too?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness.” 
 
    “W-What… R-Really?” 
 
    The prince’s surprise was understandable. The Principality was located far north of this continent. Even the Empire’s forces couldn’t reach it due to the distance and harsh climate. 
 
    It was preposterous for someone to claim they would visit the Principality, bringing their entire army with them. 
 
    The carriage suddenly came to a halt. 
 
    “Your Highness!” the grim voice of General Sigismund was heard outside the carriage. “It’s a fire giant!” 
 
    Hearing this, everyone in the carriage went outside to look at the demon that made the entire Rykard Army stop in its tracks. 
 
    The Rykard Army was currently passing through a hill. Below, they saw the fire giant. 
 
    “What… is that?” Prince Rykard’s mouth gaped upon seeing the fire giant sitting at the center of a scorched village. There weren’t any human corpses around, as everything had been turned to ash. 
 
    Due to their position, the creature hadn’t noticed them yet. 
 
    By estimate, the creature was probably thirty meters tall. Its rock-like arms and body filled with glowing molten lava seemed capable of destroying city walls with a couple of strikes. 
 
    They’d heard of the fire giants, but seeing one in the flesh was far more terrifying than expected. They couldn’t imagine how one could win against that thing, even if the entire Rykard Army started attacking it. 
 
    They needed to use artifacts and spells if they wished to kill it. 
 
    “King Lark, what should we—” 
 
    “It’s your decision, Your Highness,” said Lark. “Please don’t forget, we are marching under your banner.” 
 
    Prince Rykard clenched his fists. “Of course.” 
 
    Just a week ago, he’d been wasting his time away in the Red Light District. But now, here he was, leading an army to fight against a fire giant. 
 
    Prince Rykard breathed deeply in and out. 
 
    As the fire giant hadn’t noticed them yet due to the terrain, they could ignore it and head straight to the Town of Cirno. It was the logical thing to do if they wished to preserve their forces and have a higher chance of reclaiming the town. 
 
    But Prince Rykard remembered the village they stayed at yesterday. It was nearby. And if the fire giant decided to move, it might see and attack the village. 
 
    “We’re killing it,” said Prince Rykard. “General Sigismund.” 
 
    “Your Highness!” 
 
    “Prepare the fortress breaker.” 
 
    “Right away!” 
 
    Lark remembered that artifact. The same weapon used by General Alvaren back when he tried destroying the gates of Akash City. It seemed that Prince Rykard used his status as an imperial prince to bring three of those artifacts with them. 
 
    It was quite impressive. 
 
    Lark believed the fortress breaker powerful enough to injure a fire giant. 
 
    The Rykard soldiers quickly assembled the fortress breaker. Like before, the artifact’s tube resembled a cannon, and its base was similar to a ballista. Numerous runes were carved on its walls, enabling it to fire powerful attacks after being infused with mana. 
 
    After a long metallic tube was inserted into the fortress breaker, they pointed it in the direction of the fire giant. The mages of the Rykard Army started infusing their mana into it. A loud buzzing sound was heard as the sigils started sucking in the mana of the mages. 
 
    “It noticed us!” 
 
    Finally, the fire giant noticed the Rykard Army. Quickly, it stood up and roared.  
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    With that single command, the fortress breakers were fired. The projectiles whizzed through the air and struck the face, torso, and right leg of the fire giant. 
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    Struck by three powerful blows at the same time, the fire giant stumbled and fell to the ground. Its right eye was pierced by a projectile, and its mouth, chest, and knee were torn open by the impact. 
 
    The fire giant roared from pain and anger. Its torn knee hindered it from immediately standing up. 
 
    The fortress breaker Lark remembered wasn’t this powerful. It seemed the Empire had improved its firepower after their defeat against the Lukasians a few years ago. 
 
    “Archers! Fire!” Without missing a beat, Prince Rykard ordered his archer units to fire volleys of arrows at the fire giant. 
 
    Normally, arrows wouldn’t do any significant damage to a fire giant. But the fortress breakers blasted open its rock-like skin, making it vulnerable. The Rykard archers made sure to accurately target the wounded places, and the fire giant soon found its wounds lodged with numerous arrows. 
 
    “General! The fortress breakers!” 
 
    “They’ll be usable again in ten minutes, Your Highness!” 
 
    The fortress breakers were powerful, but due to being portable, their bodies were made of light materials. They needed to wait for the metallic tube to cool, lest the artifacts break down or explode from overuse. Even with the help of ice magic, significant time was needed before they would be usable again. 
 
    “It’s covering its body with flames!” 
 
    “It’s standing up!” 
 
    To the Rykard soldiers’ horror, the fire giant started covering its upper body with flames, melting and burning the arrows embedded in its face and torso. 
 
    With a limping leg, it slowly stood. “GRAAAUUUHHHH!” The fire giant’s roar was filled with murderous rage. The flames covering its body burned more fiercely. It grabbed a nearby boulder and lifted it up. 
 
    “Fortress defender!” roared Prince Rykard. “Activate it!” 
 
    The soldiers quickly activated another artifact. If the fortress breaker was capable of destroying city gates, the fortress defender was capable of defending gates from magical attacks. 
 
    “GRAAHHHH!” With unstable posture, the fire giant threw the boulder toward the army on top of the hill. 
 
    Six metallic cubes spanning two meters in size glowed. From their center, rays of mana shot out, intersecting with each other, forming a barrier that resembled a spider web. 
 
    The boulder quickly spun and struck the barrier. The barrier shook but didn’t form cracks or collapse. 
 
    “Cavalry! On me!” 
 
    Over a hundred cavalry skillfully charged down the hill, their target, the wobbly fire giant. It was apparent the fire giant was greatly wounded by the surprise attacks from the fortress breakers, and the Rykard soldiers wished to use this chance to sunder its remaining leg, rendering it unable to move completely. 
 
    Leading the calvary was none other than Vaison himself. 
 
    “Three-pronged formation!” shouted Vaison. “Aim for the remaining leg! Charge!” 
 
    The calvary split into three. The one led by Vaison charged directly toward it, while the other two moved around the fire giant. 
 
    Riding their mounts, the cavalry slashed the fire giant’s leg with their swords and spears, one after another. Due to its other leg being injured, the fire giant couldn’t stomp on them to retaliate. It also couldn’t spew out a torrent of fire, as its mouth had been blasted open by the fortress breakers. Whenever it tried sweeping them with its arms, Vaison would order the calvary to disperse. 
 
    “Captain Symon, what do you think?” said Lark. 
 
    Lark and the Blackstone Knights simply watched from atop the hill while the Rykard soldiers battled against the fire giant. 
 
    “They’re surprisingly good, Your Majesty,” said Captain Symon. “It’s apparent they’ve practiced these formations before.” 
 
    Lark agreed. They needed to practice these formations dozens of times before they could make use of them during war. This display alone surpassed Lark’s expectations. 
 
    “But Your Majesty,” Reginald voiced his concerns. “Why isn’t the prince asking for the Blackstone Knights’ help?” 
 
    Lark also wondered about this. Had they made use of the Blackstone Knights, the fire giant would have been taken down by now. 
 
    Lark’s gaze moved to Prince Rykard. Although the prince wore a determined look, Lark could see his hands trembling. Although he was trying his best to conceal it, the prince was terrified of fire giant below. 
 
    The shriek of a soldier was heard below. “AAAHH! NOOOO!” 
 
    The fire giant finally caught one of the cavalrymen. It grabbed him, mount included, and crushed them effortlessly. The man’s blood splattered, sizzled, and evaporated from the flames. 
 
    Prince Rykard flinched, his pupils shook, but he didn’t avert his gaze. Even when three more calvary men died from the fire giant, Prince Rykard continued watching his soldiers’ last moments. 
 
    Prince Rykard said to Lark, “Your Majesty, please look. This is the full extent of my army’s might.” 
 
    Lark finally understood why the prince didn’t ask the Blackstone Knights to fight the fire giant immediately. He wanted to show Lark first the full might of his army. By doing this, it would be easier for Lark to react to certain situations later when they fight the demons occupying the Town of Cirno. 
 
    “Your Highness, the fortress breakers are ready,” said General Sigismund. 
 
    “Send the signal to Vaison.” 
 
    “Understood!” 
 
    Colored flags were raised, and seeing this, the calvary below scattered. 
 
    After the calvary reached a safe distance, the Rykard soldiers aimed the fortress breakers at the fire giant. 
 
    “Do not miss a single one!” roared Prince Rykard. “Fire!” 
 
    On cue, deafening booms echoed as the fortress breakers fired their projectiles. This time, all three attacks struck the fire giant’s head. 
 
    With its attention occupied by the calvary that had been swarming to it like gnats, the fire giant failed to cover its head with its arms on time. The projectiles from the fortress breakers struck its face at the same time, sending chunks of flesh and blood flying about. 
 
    The combined firepower of three fortress breakers blew half the fire giant’s head off. 
 
    With a loud thud, the fire giant fell flat on the ground. The flames covering its body quickly lost their blaze, and the fire giant stopped moving completely. 
 
    “Is… it dead?” mumbled Prince Rykard under bated breath. 
 
    Several seconds passed. 
 
    After seeing that the fire giant had stopped moving, the Rykard soldiers rejoiced and started celebrating their victory. 
 
    “W-We won?” 
 
    “We won!” 
 
    “We killed the fire giant!” 
 
    They couldn’t believe they’d managed to defeat a fire giant on their own. Although they lost nine soldiers, it was a victory they could be proud of. 
 
    But their joy was short-lived. 
 
    Soon, they heard several loud rumbling sounds from a distance. And from the opposite hill, two fire giants emerged. 
 
    “T-Two of them?” stuttered the fifth prince. 
 
    They managed to take down the first fire giant using the element of surprise. Without it, they would have probably suffered more casualties. Had they fought it directly, they probably wouldn’t have been able to kill it. 
 
    The only reason they could fearlessly charge toward it was because it had lost mobility in one of its legs. Had it been mobile, it could probably have annihilated the Rykard Army. 
 
    And now, two more fire giants had appeared. Although the Rykard soldiers couldn’t read the demons’ expressions, they could feel that the two fire giants were enraged after seeing the corpse of their kin. 
 
    “Your Highness, we should retreat immediately!” said General Sigismund. 
 
    Prince Rykard nodded. Beads of sweat kept falling down his forehead. “Give the signal to the calvary below to retur—” 
 
    The words of Prince Rykard were drowned out by the fire giants’ roars. The hills shook, and the temperature around them continuously rose. 
 
    One of the fire giants opened its mouth wide and spewed a torrent of fire toward the cavalry at the foot of the hill. 
 
    “VAISONNN!” 
 
    Time seemed to have slowed down as Prince Rykard watched the torrent of fire shoot toward Vaison and the calvary. 
 
    They could feel the scorching heat from the hilltop. If that torrent of fire hit the soldiers, it would completely engulf their bodies, and nothing but their ashes would remain. 
 
    Prince Rykard’s mind was about to turn blank from what he was about to witness when he saw Lark jump from the hill and land softly between the fire torrent and the cavalry. 
 
    Calmly, Lark swung his arm to the side, and an ice barrier rose from the ground, blocking the fire. The ice barrier looked thin and fragile, but surprisingly, it easily blocked the fire. 
 
    Lark amplified his voice with magic and spoke to Prince Rykard, “You’ve already shown us what the Rykard Army is capable of, Your Highness.” 
 
    The bracer in Lark’s arm quickly morphed into a sword. 
 
    “I believe it’s time you learn to rely on us a bit more.” 
 
    Lightning crackled underneath Lark’s feet. He lunged forward, shot toward the fire giants, and jumped up. Reaching the head of the fire giant, Lark raised his sword. 
 
    “Make full use of the Blackstone Knights. Treat them as your own soldiers. Order them around.” 
 
    Lark swung his sword once, and a massive blade of dense, sharp mana whizzed toward the fire giant before him, bisecting its body vertically. 
 
    Immediately upon landing, Lark swung his sword again, this time diagonally, and the head of the second fire giant was severed from its body. 
 
    Everything happened in mere seconds. 
 
    Without even being able to scream, the two fire giants slumped lifelessly on the ground, sending clouds of dust flying about on impact. 
 
    Silence fell. 
 
    The entire Rykard Army stared at the scene below, their mouths half-opened. 
 
    Lark’s voice, amplified by mana, was heard once again. 
 
    “Until we reclaim the Town of Cirno, the Blackstone Army will be part of the Rykard Army. Use them as you see fit, Your Highness.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After defeating the fire giants, the Rykard Army buried the corpses of their comrades in the scorched village and resumed their journey to the Town of Cirno. 
 
    It was evening when Lark finally received a call from the Coalition Army through the intercity communication device. 
 
    “Your Majesty, it’s me, Khuumal.” The elven commander’s voice came from the artifact. “The Emperor gave us his answer.” 
 
    “Is that so?” said Lark. “So, what is it? Did they agree to be part of the coalition?” 
 
    Prince Rykard, who sat in the same carriage as Lark, listened anxiously. He prayed to the Gods that his father accepted the Coalition Army’s offer. Although he couldn’t hear the elven commander, he could infer the conversation by listening to Lark. 
 
    “Unfortunately, the Emperor declined the offer, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “They declined, huh?” 
 
    The prince’s eyes widened. 
 
    “What are your orders, King Lark?” said Commander Khuumal. “At this rate… the Empire…” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do about it,” said Lark. “The Emperor has been ruling over this nation for decades. It’s understandable he doesn’t want to go under the wing of someone else. For now, move to the location we agreed beforehand. After we reclaim the Town of Cirno, I’ll fly there with Vulcan.” 
 
    “Understood. I pray that God Gaia protects you, King Lark.” 
 
    The call was cut off. 
 
    After some time, Prince Rykard nervously spoke, “F-Father d-didn’t accept the offer of the coalition?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Your Highness.” 
 
    The prince’ s voice rose. “T-that’s absurd! What is Father thinking! That damn stupid pride of his! As the emperor, he should be thinking of the people!” 
 
    Prince Rykard had seen how absurdly strong King Lark and the Blackstone Knights were. And he knew they needed their help if they wished to win this war against the demons. 
 
    They’d already lost two major cities to the demons. Now, only Kreceir City stood between the demon army and the imperial capital. 
 
    “And what is the Chief Royal Advisor doing?! He, of all people, should know better! he should have—” 
 
    “Your Highness, please calm down,” said Lark. “Your soldiers can hear you outside.” 
 
    Vulcan clicked his tongue. “What a noisy brat.” 
 
    Prince Rykard’s face was flushed from anger. He couldn’t believe the Emperor had made such a stupid mistake. He could see that allying with the coalition was the best and most logical decision at this moment. 
 
    That damn old man and his stupid pride! 
 
    “K-King Lark, what’s going to happen now? T-The mission…” 
 
    “Rest assured, we’ll help you reclaim the Town of Cirno, Your Highness. We promised, after all.” 
 
    Hearing this, some of the weight on the prince’s shoulders lifted. 
 
    “And don’t worry. Reginald and Captain Symon will still remain here, together with the Blackstone Knights, as reinforcements for the Empire.” 
 
    “B-But the Coalition Army?” 
 
    “We’ll leave the Empire as soon as I return from this mission, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Are you… going to the Republic of Everfrost to make the same offer?” 
 
    Lark nodded. “That’s correct.” 
 
    Prince Rykard gnashed his teeth. He felt it was foolish that the Emperor let go of such an opportunity because he couldn’t rein in his stupid pride. Had he been Emperor, he would have readily agreed to all the Coalition Army’s demands. He would have granted them one of the key territories of the Empire and let them turn it into a fortress while they were at war with the demons, as he knew it would be for the benefit of the Empire in the long run. 
 
    Prince Rykard leaned back in his seat. He sighed. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Why are you apologizing, Your Highness?” Lark said kindly. He repeated his words from before, “And please rest assured, we’re not abandoning the Empire. Like I said before, we’ll help you reclaim the Town of Cirno. And the Blackstone Knights will continue protecting you, Prince Rykard.” 
 
    Lark looked out the window. They’d just left the hilly region. Now, all he could see outside was a vast grassland. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” said Lark. “I suggest we camp here for the night.” 
 
    After crossing this grassland, they would pass by a large river. From there, they would reach the Town of Cirno by foot in a single day. 
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 VOLUME 12: CHAPTER 18 
 
    Two weeks ago… 
 
    The mana of the portal twisted, and the Demon Lord Barkuvara found himself in the Human Realm. 
 
    Cattlewood Plains. 
 
    The place Master Harris defended until death to buy time for the citizens of Meredith City to evacuate. 
 
    The lush plains had long lost their vibrance. The tall grasses had withered, and the rich soil turned cracked and barren. 
 
    The tormentors, flesh eaters, and fire giants guarding the portal knelt the moment they saw the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    Although this was the first time they’d seen the Immortal Demon, they’d heard of his description. Their instincts also told them that the demon that had just entered the realm was powerful enough to single-handedly annihilate them. 
 
    “W-Welcome to the Human Realm, Absolute One!” Muuka couldn’t hide the nervousness in his voice. He’d never have expected the Immortal Demon to visit this place himself after one of the two portals suddenly closed. 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara silently took in the view of the Human Realm. He gazed at the lifeless plains, the sky filled with dark clouds, and the city at a distance. 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara spoke, “This place used to be a village.” 
 
    The village that used to be near here had been demolished by the demons. Defensive structures and portal stabilizers were placed in its stead. 
 
    Muuka nodded his greasy head. “That’s correct, Absolute One. I believe the humans call it Cattlewood Village.” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara looked at the city. There was still smoke swirling up from the inner parts of the city. 
 
    “And that one?” 
 
    “It’s called Meredith City, Absolute One.” 
 
    Without uttering another word, the Demon Lord Barkuvara flew toward Meredith City, leaving Muuka behind. 
 
    “A-Absolute One!” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara did not look back despite hearing Muuka’s desperate shout. 
 
    He flew until he reached the center of the city. From here, he could see the Corrupted Tower below. The blood-stained streets, the rotting corpses of humans sprawled on the ground, the ruined buildings, and the demons roaming about. 
 
    There were over a hundred sky demons flying in the sky, but they all dispersed the moment the Demon Lord Barkuvara arrived. 
 
    For several minutes, the Demon Lord hovered there, gazing at the city below. 
 
    Eventually, he muttered, “It’s ugly. There is nothing beautiful in a lifeless city.” 
 
    What made humans fascinating was their ability to adapt to anything. Despite their mortality, they were a race that strived to improve the quality of their fleeting lives. They were a race that constantly underwent change, unlike the demons who’d been stuck in their old ways. 
 
    “Maybe I should have ordered them not to massacre all of the humans living here.” 
 
    The Corrupted Tower needed sacrifices in order to mature and produce more flesh eaters, and humans, with their numbers, were the perfect food for it. 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara loved fighting, but after being sealed for over a millennium, the first thing he was looking forward to was witnessing the changes in the human race. 
 
    What kind of new technology had the humans created? 
 
    How much had they advanced since the Cataclysm and Descent? 
 
    Unfortunately, the first city he’d visited upon arriving here ended up a disappointment. 
 
    There was nothing he could see or do in this ruined city. 
 
    “A-AAAbsolute Oneee!” Muuka’s cry was heard in the sky. 
 
    Looking in the direction of Cattlewood Plains, the Demon Lord saw Muuka approaching his way, being carried by two sky demons. The chief researcher was so desperate to catch up to the Demon Lord that he let go of his pride and let mere sky demons carry him. 
 
    “I apologize for being late!” The Demon Lord was the one who left without warning, but it was the chief researcher who apologized. 
 
    Muuka nervously cleared his throat. Skillfully, he continued where he left off, “This city is called Meredith. I believe that’s what the humans call it.” 
 
    Still being carried by the sky demons, Muuka pointed at the fleshy obelisk below. “Before the Corrupted Tower took over, that place used to be the First Tower of Mages in the Empire, Absolute One. It’s where the man called Harris Mavis resided. According to the humans we interrogated, he’s one of the strongest humans in the entire continent.” 
 
    At the mention of the words ‘one of the strongest,’ the Demon Lord Barkuvara finally showed interest in Muuka’s story. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “H-He died defending this territory, Absolute One.” 
 
    The Demon Lord frowned, but didn’t utter another word. 
 
    Seeing the Demon Lord’s disappointment, numerous beads of sweat formed on Muuka’s greasy face. 
 
    Muuka continued with his story, “After he died, our army marched to this city. The mages of the First Tower intercepted us while the citizens evacuated to the southern gates.” 
 
    “It was a fierce fight, Absolute One! The humans had invented strange artifacts and formations capable of killing even our fire giants! Unlike what we initially expected, it took us several hours before we managed to kill all of the mages of the First Tower!” 
 
    “And where are these artifacts now?” said the Demon Lord. 
 
    “A-About that…” Muuka gulped nervously. “They were destroyed by the demons during the fight.” 
 
    “All of them? 
 
    “N-Not all, but most had been destroyed, Absolute One.” 
 
    Once again, the Demon Lord seemed disappointed. Judging by his tone, it seemed he wanted to see those artifacts created by the humans of this era. 
 
    His interactions with the Demon Lord Barkuvara were often short, but by now, Muuka realized the Demon Lord was very interested in the progress of humans. 
 
    With this newfound knowledge, Muuka suggested, “If you wish to see the magic artifacts the humans created, I believe some managed to remain intact in the Maiaka Magic Academy. And as we’ve been reserving her as the final sacrifice for the Corrupted Tower, the headmaster of the remains alive. We can bring her to you if you wish to, Absolute One.” 
 
    “The headmaster of a magic academy,” said the Demon Lord Barkuvara. “Is she powerful?” 
 
    “One of her students, before dying, told us that their headmaster used to be an imperial court magician.” 
 
    For the first time, the Demon Lord Barkuvara looked pleased. The words ‘imperial court magician’ made him recall pleasant memories from over a millennium ago. 
 
    Most of the imperial court mages back in the Era of Magic were powerful individuals capable of slaughtering thousands of demons. 
 
    Hopefully, the imperial court mage of the Empire would be as powerful. 
 
    “Lead the way to the academy. And bring her to me.” 
 
    “Of course. As you wish, Absolute One.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Ephiane ‘Duchess of Mana’ Avira. 
 
    A former imperial court magician and the current headmaster of the Maiaka Magic Academy. For decades, she’d been serving as the institution’s pillar, honing the talents of children in magic. She was part of the Avira Family, famous for their uncanny ability to detect mana. 
 
    Since she’d been young, she was able to see the ebb and flow of mana in her surroundings to the point she could accurately measure it. 
 
    Average non-magicians had grain-size mana filling their bodies, aspiring young magicians normally had finger-size mana filling theirs, while the graduates of the academy had mana the size of several fingers. 
 
    Despite being injured and famished, she could clearly see the flow of mana of the students inside the cell with her. The flow of mana in their bodies continued to sway and fluctuate, indicating the fear and uneasiness they were experiencing. 
 
    “Headmaster… w-what’s going to happen to us now?” 
 
    “When is help going to come?” 
 
    “…What is the Emperor doing?! Why isn’t the Imperial Army coming?!” 
 
    There were roughly thirty students inside the cell with her. Most of them were unconscious, a few were on the brink of death, and those who managed to remain awake were in the pit of despair. 
 
    There was an academy teacher in this cell two days ago. But after he was dragged away by the demons, he was never seen again. Headmaster Ephiane was certain he was dead, as she could no longer feel a trace of his mana signature. 
 
    “Headmaster… I’m thirsty…” 
 
    “I want to go home!” 
 
    “The demons… they’re not going to take another one of us today, right?” 
 
    Every day, without fail, the demons would drag one of the students with them. They couldn’t resist with magic, as the demons had placed leashes capable of disrupting the flow of mana on their necks, rendering them incapable of casting even basic spells. 
 
    They were like livestock, fed the bare minimum, and slaughtered whenever the demons needed a sacrifice. 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane herself was entertaining the thought of death at this point. If she concentrated hard enough, it should be possible with her skills to manipulate mana for a second or two and slit her throat. The only thing stopping her from committing suicide were these children. 
 
    “Hush, it will be fine,” said Headmaster Ephiane. “The Emperor will never let those demons do as they please with the Empire. Remember? He’s called the Devourer of Lands.” 
 
    “R-Really?” 
 
    “But you told us the same thing a week ago, Headmaster!” 
 
    “Stop lying!” 
 
    “T-Those demons! What can the Imperial Army even do to them!” 
 
    “You keep lying to us! Telling us that everything will be okay!” 
 
    The students broke down. Tears didn’t fall as it had been three days since the last time the demons gave them water. Their eyes were sunken, and their lips were cracked. 
 
    The students also knew that they shouldn’t be blaming the headmaster like this, but they did not have an outlet to release their pent-up rage, so they ended up taking it out on her instead. 
 
    “Hiik… I’m sorry, Headmaster. I know you did your best to save as many students as you could.” 
 
    “W-We know the teachers sacrificed their lives for us students… so most of us could escape….” 
 
    “But… when is this going to end?” 
 
    “I wish the demons would just k-kill us instead…” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane’s heart was torn upon hearing those words. She felt powerless. 
 
    If only she could freely manipulate mana, she could do something about their current predicament. But alas, she was turning sixty this year. Old, injured, famished, and with mana restrictions—she couldn’t do anything if she wanted to. 
 
    Amidst the cries of the students, footsteps were heard outside the cell. 
 
    The students immediately stopped crying. 
 
    By now, it had been deeply engraved in their minds what those footsteps signified. It seemed that today, the demons would take another one of them from this cell. 
 
    Would they be fed to that gruesome, fleshy obelisk? 
 
    Would they be experimented on by the demons? 
 
    They did not know, for those who’d been taken from the cell were never heard of again. 
 
    Everyone in the cell stiffened as they awaited the appearance of the owners of the footsteps. And soon, a tormentor wearing a black hood appeared outside the cell. 
 
    Unlike the other tormentors who looked fierce and muscular, this one was old and feeble. 
 
    “Is that her?” said Muuka. One of the tormentors accompanying him to the cell nodded. “Very well, bring the headmaster to me.” 
 
    The tormentors opened the door to the cell and entered. One of them dragged the headmaster by the hair, making her body skid through the ground. 
 
    “Headmaster!” 
 
    “Nooooo!” 
 
    “Don’t take her away!” 
 
    The students despaired. Headmaster Ephiane was the last figure of authority left in the academy, and she’d served as a pillar of strength for the surviving students here. 
 
    The students wailed upon realizing it was her turn to be dragged away from this cell. 
 
    “Hey, hey, be careful of her!” Muuka spat. “How are we going to present her to the Absolute One in that state!” 
 
    The tormentors apologized to Muuka. One of them pulled up the headmaster, this time gently, and carried her over his shoulder. 
 
    “And feed those humans over there. Who knows, maybe the Absolute One will ask us to take one of them to him. Make them look alive, at least.” 
 
    With those words, Muuka left the cell, taking Headmaster Ephiane with him. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Absolute One, it’s me, Muuka.” 
 
    To Headmaster Ephiane’s surprise, the demons didn’t bring her to the fleshy obelisk but the half-destroyed magic academy. 
 
    “I’ve come to present to you the headmaster of the Maiaka Magic Academy.” 
 
    She was brought to the peak of the only tower that remained standing. And upon seeing the demon standing there, she felt her entire world spin. She vomited. 
 
    It was the first time she’d seen mana so dense and vast it filled her vision completely. 
 
    The mana flowing through the bodies of academy teachers was the size of a fist, the mana flowing through the body of an imperial court mage was the size of a carriage, and the mana flowing through Master Harris Mavis—one of the strongest in the entire continent—was the size of a freely flowing river. 
 
    But this demon—the mana flowing through its body was similar to an ocean. 
 
    It was so absurd that something like this had been permitted to come into existence. Had someone told her this demon was one of the Seven Gods, she might believe it. 
 
    Muuka was enraged upon seeing her vomit. 
 
    “You! How disrespectful! How dare you—” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    The Demon Lord gazed at the headmaster with curiosity. “How interesting. Human, you could see the flow of mana in my body.” 
 
    The headmaster kept vomiting, but as she hadn’t eaten anything for the past few days, nothing but saliva came out her mouth. 
 
    “But it seems you’re unable to control that ability.” 
 
    Suddenly, the endless world of mana filling the headmaster’s vision vanished. As though it was a lie, the infinite ocean of mana that filled the demon’s body was gone entirely. Now, only mana the size of a fist remained. 
 
    “How is that? Do you feel better now?” 
 
    The headmaster’s eyes were filled with tears as she huffed. She gazed at the demon, fear evident in her eyes. “What… what are you?” 
 
    The creature before her resembled a human more than a demon. Had it not been for the horns jutting out of his forehead, she would have mistaken him for a human. 
 
    “They say you’re the most powerful mage in this city.” 
 
    After the demon suppressed the mana unconsciously leaking out of its body, the headmaster no longer felt nauseous when looking at him. And she was now able to answer him clearly. 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara looked at Muuka, then at the headmaster. 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane said with certainty, “The most powerful mage is Master Harris Mavis. Compared to him, I am nothing.” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara nodded at this. “But he is dead.” 
 
    Those words confirmed everything, and Headmaster Ephiane felt a squishing sensation in her heart. Master Harris was not only a colleague, but a dear friend to her. And it seemed he’d really died in battle. 
 
    “Are you familiar with this artifact?” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane’s eyes widened seeing the orb in the Demon Lord Barkuvara’s hand. 
 
    That artifact was the key to controlling the defensive weapons installed throughout the academy. Although some of these defensive weapons had been destroyed by the demons, the majority of them should still be functional. They were unable to properly utilize them during the last battle since they prioritized the escape of the students. 
 
    “Muuka said this artifact is capable of controlling the humans’ defensive weapons.” 
 
    All hope vanished in Headmaster Ephiane’s eyes. So, the demons knew the artifact’s function. 
 
    “I will give it to you.” 
 
    “W-What?!” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane repeatedly opened and then closed her mouth. 
 
    “Seven days.” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara willed the orb to fly toward the headmaster. The orb flew and softly landed in her hand. 
 
    “Eat, rest, heal your wounds. Seven days from now, fight me with everything you have. You are even free to use that artifact. 
 
    “The Descent and Cataclysm have taken away the glory of the human race. Now, a thousand years later…” The Demon Lord Barkuvara turned around and looked at the ruined buildings of the Maiaka Magic Academy below. “I wish to know how much the humans have progressed. Show me, human.” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane mustered her courage and asked, “If I win?” 
 
    “I shall grant one of your desires.” 
 
    “Then, if I win,” said Headmaster Ephiane, “order the demons to leave this city. No, leave the Empire.” 
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    It was the start of a strange encounter. 
 
    After meeting with the Demon Lord Barkuvara, Headmaster Ephiane found herself freed of the mana-disrupting collar. She was given enough food for two people for each meal, and allowed to use one of the intact houses in the Residential District. 
 
    But the most peculiar change the headmaster experienced was this: every afternoon, after her mana training, the Demon Lord Barkuvara would visit her residence and ask about various things related to the human race. 
 
    At first, the headmaster was hesitant to speak about anything, as she felt it would be a betrayal to the human race. But after spending some time with the Demon Lord Barkuvara, she realized he was not asking those questions to prepare for war. Instead, he was simply curious and interested in how much progress humans had made in this era. 
 
    Today was the fourth day since the headmaster received preferential treatment. And just like before, the Demon Lord Barkuvara visited her. 
 
    “Welcome, Absolute One.” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane had become more at ease meeting the Demon Lord now compared to the first day. She started greeting him politely whenever they met. 
 
    “I will prepare tea for you,” said the headmaster. “Last time was hibiscus, this time is chamomile.” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara sat at the table. He watched silently as the headmaster steeped tea and poured it into a cup. 
 
    Nobles would scoff at this tea normally drunk by commoners, but it was a novelty to the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    “Here, please have a drink.” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara took the cup and sipped it. There was no change in his expression, but the headmaster felt the Demon Lord liked it. 
 
    Strangely, this demon enjoyed things related to humans. 
 
    But if he was this fond of them, why was he so keen to fight humans? It was a question she’d been wanting to ask the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    After several minutes of silence, the Demon Lord spoke. “The students will be freed today.” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane almost dropped the cup she was holding. It was a request she’d made yesterday when they were having tea together. She never expected the Demon Lord Barkuvara to actually grant it to her. 
 
    “They will be released in a town called Cirno. It’s near this city, and I already ordered the demons to leave that territory, so it should be safe.” 
 
    “T-Thank you! I know we’ll be fighting in a couple of days but—” 
 
    “Their freedom is not for free,” said the Demon Lord Barkuvara. “Equivalent exchange. Now, tell me about the fight between the Empire and the Republic of Everfrost. And the previous war between the Empire and the Kingdom of Lukas.” 
 
    As though he remembered something, the demon added, “And continue where you left off regarding the rankings of the Council of Scholars. In. Detail.” 
 
    What a strange demon, Headmaster Ephiane thought. 
 
    For some reason, the Demon Lord Barkuvara was more talkative whenever he was with her than when he was with his subordinates. Based on their previous interactions, Headmaster Ephiane learned that this demon was akin to a deity the demons worshipped in the Demon Realm. 
 
    It still felt surreal they were talking so casually like this. Had she told others she had teatime with the ruler of the demons, no one would believe her even if she was the headmaster. 
 
    “I understand,” said Headmaster Ephiane. “But please let me express my gratitude at least. Again, thank you for freeing the students.” If she could save the lives of those kids, she did not mind entertaining this demon for the next few days. “Then, let’s continue where we left off.” 
 
    For hours, the headmaster told the Demon Lord Barkuvara stories about the wars involving the Empire. The temporary truce between the Empire and the Three States Alliance, the conflict between the Empire and the Republic of Everfrost, and the war against the Lukasians. 
 
    Whenever the headmaster mentioned the names of strong people, the Demon Lord Barkuvara’s eyes would momentarily glimmer. He would then ask her to tell him more about the person. 
 
    “As you already know, the strongest person in the Empire is Master Harris Mavis. He’s ranked fifth by the Council of Scholars. But now that he’s dead, the strongest would likely be Sword Saint Isaac Segarus, the so-called ‘Sword of the Emperor.’” 
 
    “And where is he?” 
 
    “That is…” Headmaster Ephiane bit her lip and didn’t utter a reply. Although she might incur the wrath of the Demon Lord, she chose not to answer. 
 
    The Sword Saint had probably returned to the imperial capital by now to protect Emperor Sylvius. The last thing Headmaster Ephiane wanted was for this Demon Lord to go to the imperial capital just to meet Sword Saint Isaac Segarus. 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara seemed to have understood her intentions. He redirected the flow of conversation. 
 
    “Tell me more about the rankers of this continent.” 
 
    “Yes, Absolute One.” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane was relieved that the Demon Lord was sensible, unlike his kin. She was also glad that although she was a former imperial court magician, she was not included in the rankings. 
 
    “The one who currently holds the top position is the Wandering Sage. A magician not affiliated with any nation or organization. Not much is known about him, but the Council of Scholars guarantee he exists. They say he wanders from kingdom to kingdom, sometimes helping alleviate droughts, healing diseases, and even stopping wars. The last time he was sighted was five years ago, when he single-handedly stopped a monster stampede from destroying a village near the Kingdom of Steelwall. 
 
    “The one who holds the second spot is the Dwarven King Lerenon ‘Blood Mithril’ Rugard. Like the Wandering Sage, not much is known about the dwarven king, as the dwarves tend to keep to themselves. It’s been centuries since the dwarves closed off their kingdom to outsiders. And we do not know whether or not King Lerenon remains the king of dwarves.” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane continued, “As for the third spot. It’s currently held by the Voiceless One of the Principality. But there was also a consensus that had the Beast King been included in the rankings, he would probably be ranked as number two or three.” 
 
    “Voiceless One,” said the Demon Lord Barkuvara. “What an interesting name.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane started serving the pastries she’d baked herself. 
 
    “It’s a moniker he earned for being the only magician to have mastered sound magic in the entire continent. Some say he’s capable of hearing conversations hundreds of kilometers away. He’s the current leader of the Council of Scholars, and they say he holds more information one can glean from imperial libraries. The saying ‘the Council of Scholars know everything’ came into existence because of him.” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane smiled wryly. “Who knows? Maybe he’s listening to us right now.” 
 
    For the first time since they’d met, the Demon Lord smiled. “What an interesting magician. I wish to meet him one day.” 
 
    For a moment, Headmaster Ephiane was speechless. She didn’t expect the Demon Lord to be capable of making that expression. 
 
    Whenever he was with his subordinates, he seemed so disinterested and cold. Seeing him smile, he seemed more human than demon. 
 
    “You stopped speaking, human. Continue.” 
 
    “A-Ah, yes.” 
 
    After coughing to hide her embarrassment, the headmaster continued with the names of the people included in the continental rankings. 
 
    Some of them came from the Principality, the Republic, and the Three States Alliance, and the Kingdom of Steelwall. 
 
    “The tenth rank is held by Lady Alice, ruler of the Witches of Aravark… The eleventh rank is held by the leader of the Holy Knights of the Sun God’s Temple… The twenty-sixth rank is held by Sword Saint Alexander from the Kingdom of Lukas…” 
 
    The Demon Lord listened intently as the headmaster continued her list. “Rank forty-eight is currently held by Lark Marcus, the youngest, and the current King of Lukas. He’s the newest addition to the council’s rankings… And lastly, rank fifty. Duke Hara of the Three States Alliance.” 
 
    She added, “Of course, although the Council of Scholars is said to be above the Silver Palace in their ability to gather intelligence, the rankings they release shouldn’t be fully trusted. There are places even the council has a hard time reaching like the Mullgray Islands, the United Grakas Alliance, the Kingdom of Thornforge, and the Dukedom of Mauko. Please keep this in mind. But it’s amazing, isn’t it? Due to the ability of the Voiceless One of the Principality, the Council of Scholars grew into an organization that big.” 
 
    “You know a lot of things, human.” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane laughed. “I’m the headmaster of a magic academy. I’m expected to have such knowledge.” 
 
    The Demon Lord stood up and went to the door. 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane did not know if it was a difference in culture. But whenever the Demon Lord deemed they were done with the conversation, he would simply leave without uttering a word. Or maybe the Demon Lord did not feel a need to say goodbye to a mere mortal like her? The headmaster hoped it was the former. 
 
    “Ah, let me escort you outside!” 
 
    “This will be my last time visiting you,” said the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    “What do you mean, Absolute One?” 
 
    “Use the remaining days to stabilize your mana. I look forward to our fight.” For the first time, the Demon Lord called her by name. “Ephiane…” 
 
    And strangely, the headmaster felt it was the greatest honor of her life. It felt as though the ruler of the demons had acknowledged her existence. 
 
    “It’d be a shame for you to die. Although the chances are slim, three days from now, do your best to survive.” 
 
    With those parting words, the Demon Lord Barkuvara went out the door. A second after he stepped outside, he vanished from sight, leaving not even a gust of wind behind. 
 
    *** 
 
    The promised time arrived. 
 
    After being granted freedom to do anything for the past week, Headmaster Ephiane regained most of her strength. Her injuries had been healed with magic, and her mana core had been replenished. 
 
    Escorted by several tormentors, she arrived at the half-destroyed arena of the Maiaka Magic Academy. There, she met the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    The Demon Lord was the first to greet her. “Have you rested well?” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane smiled brightly. She felt strangely happy that the Demon Lord maintained his usual demeanor to her despite other demons being around. 
 
    It was apparent the Demon Lord did not care if the other demons thought he was being friendly with a mere human. 
 
    “Yes, Absolute One.” 
 
    The Demon Lord nodded. “Then we can start. Human, attack me with everything you have. I want to see it. Show me how much the humans have progressed in this era.” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane didn’t remind the Demon Lord to keep his promise. By now, she already knew he was a demon who would always keep his word. 
 
    Moreover, she was certain she would never win this wager in the first place. 
 
    What could someone like her, who wasn’t included in the rankings, do to an entity worshipped by the demon race? 
 
    She was glad to have survived this long. And she was glad that her students had been freed by the demons. 
 
    If she died here today, she would have no regrets. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The headmaster started channeling mana into her surroundings. At the same time, she poured mana into the artifact that served as the key to activate the defensive weapons of the academy. 
 
    Three ten-meter-large magic formations appeared in the sky. 
 
    Ninth-tier Magic: Malevolent Lightning. 
 
    A high-tier textbook spell taught in the magic academy. 
 
    From the magic formation, three swirling spears of lightning appeared, each of them capable of destroying the walls of a small city on their own. 
 
    Soon, the defensive weapons started rising from the ground. 
 
    KWAAANGG! 
 
    Twelve steel pillars rose and started gathering mana at their tips. These artifacts were meant to protect the students in the event of war or rebellion, but they were now being used against the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    After the pillars had gathered enough mana at their tips, Headmaster Ephiane spoke, “Are you not going to protect yourself, Absolute One?” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara didn’t move from his spot. He didn’t erect a barrier or coat his body with mana. He was staring at the defensive artifacts of the magic academy, particularly at the runes engraved on their bodies. 
 
    “Is this everything?” 
 
    “W-What?” 
 
    “It seems humans stopped progressing after the Cataclysm. What a disappointment. Human, attack me.” 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane gnashed her teeth. Casting three ninth-tier spells and controlling all these weapons on her own was greatly straining her old body. She knew she needed to unleash her spells now before she lost control of them. 
 
    With a wave of her hand, the three lightning spears above shot toward the Demon Lord Barkuvara. At the same time, the pillars shot beams of mana toward the demon, each of them creating a massive explosion upon impact. 
 
    The ground shook, and a deafening boom echoed. 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane flew back from the shockwave of her own spell and struck the wall of the arena. She couldn’t even erect a barrier to protect herself, as she’d already used all of her mana in that attack. 
 
    Headmaster Ephiane slowly stood up, groaning. Her vision blurred. She felt her insides rupture from the shockwave that struck her. She remained conscious through sheer willpower. 
 
    Did it work? She looked at the place struck by her spells and the beams of mana. The combined attack had created an enormous crater spanning twenty meters in diameter. 
 
    No. 
 
    As expected, her attack was futile. Standing at the center of the crater was the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    The Immortal Demon stood there, unscathed. 
 
    Ephiane heard the Demon Lord say, “What a disappointment. I’ve lost interest. Muuka.” 
 
    “Absolute One!” 
 
    “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Leaving? Where to, Absolute One?” 
 
    “To find one of the rankers of the continent. Sword Saint Isaac Segarus. He should be in the Empire. Lead me to him, Muuka.” 
 
    Muuka bowed. “We’ve recently obtained a map of the Empire. I will do my best to find his whereabouts, Absolute One.” Slowly, he added, “And… the human?” 
 
    “Heal her injuries. The Town of Cirno. Send her to her students.” 
 
    Muuka stared at the headmaster. He didn’t dare question the will of the Demon Lord Barkuvara. “As you will, Absolute One.” 
 
    *** 
 
    [Present Day] 
 
    “King Lark,” said Prince Rykard to Lark. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    After two weeks, the Rykard Army finally reached the meadow where the Town of Cirno was located. 
 
    Like the other places they passed through, the land of this territory had become dry and barren. The soil was cracked and looked as though it hadn’t been touched by rain for decades. 
 
    No creatures, birds, or even insects. 
 
    The meadow had become devoid of life. And all of this was due to the Corrupted Tower in the City of Meredith. 
 
    “King Lark, isn’t it strange?” said Vulcan. 
 
    Lark nodded. “We haven’t encountered any demons in the last three days.” 
 
    Oddly, the closer they were to the Town of Cirno, the fewer demons their army encountered. It felt as though the demons had already vacated this territory. 
 
    As though confirming their suspicions, Captain Symon approached their carriage and spoke, “Your Majesty. Our advance party found something strange in the Town of Cirno.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “According to the scouts, there are no demons in the town.” 
 
    Prince Rykard was dumbfounded. “No, that’s impossible. I saw the report given by one of the survivors,” mumbled Prince Rykard. “It should be teeming with demons…” 
 
    “The town is in ruins, and there were traces of battle, indicating that the demons did attack it,” said Captain Symon. “But for some reason, the demons suddenly left the town.” 
 
    Captain Symon added, “And they found survivors, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Survivors?” 
 
    “Yes. Students from the Maiaka Magic Academy, including their headmaster, the ‘Duchess of Mana’ Ephiane Avira.” 
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    [Meredith City] 
 
    “Chief Muuka, is this really okay?” 
 
    Muuka was walking through the dilapidated hallway of the Maiaka Magic Academy when one of the tormentors serving as his assistant spoke. 
 
    “To let those humans go free…” 
 
    “It’s the will of the Demon Lord,” said Muuka simply. “Who are we to dare question the will of the one who rules over all demons?” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Enough. Another word, and I’ll cut off your head.” 
 
    Hearing the threat, the tormentor immediately shut its mouth. Muuka thought he’d educated his assistants properly. But to think that one of them would dare question the decision of the Demon Lord Barkuvara. Had others heard, they could use it to suppress the Red Tower. 
 
    Muuka entered a room repurposed as a research laboratory. 
 
    Inside, numerous researchers from the Red Tower conducted experiments on the humans they’d caught in Meredith City. The scent of blood, concoctions, and burned flesh filled the air. As Muuka strode through the laboratory, he heard the cries of the humans they’d been experimenting on. 
 
    “H-Help….” 
 
    “Please… just kill me already….” 
 
    “I-It’s painful… please stop… ughh…” 
 
    “N-No, please! Not again….” 
 
    “No, no, no!” 
 
    Old, young, women, men. Several dozen live, naked human specimens were lying there, tied on tables. Without remorse, the researchers sliced open their flesh to examine their bodies. They did it while the humans were awake, without any form of anesthesia. 
 
    The researchers did not mind if these humans died. After all, although they’d freed the magic academy students, there were still hundreds of humans imprisoned in the dungeons. Even if they fed some of those humans to the Corrupted Tower, there would still be enough of them left to experiment on. 
 
    “Chief Muuka, welcome back.” 
 
    “Ah, Chief Researcher! You’re back!” 
 
    Muuka greeted them with a nod, then went on his way to the deepest part of the room. In there, a naked muscular man was tied to a steel pillar. 
 
    This man was his finest specimen yet. A very sturdy one at that. 
 
    “I’m glad I haven’t killed you,” said Muuka. He gently caressed the man’s chin. “It’s painful, isn’t it?” 
 
    With a groan, the man looked at Muuka with an unfocused gaze. Blood dripped from his mouth. 
 
    “Do you wish to live? Or do you want me to kill you? Whichever of the two you desire, I can grant it to you.” 
 
    The man was commander of the city guards of Meredith. Together with his men, he stood his ground and defended the city down to the last man. 
 
    He was among the unsung heroes who did not leave the city, as they knew that doing so would allow the demons to pursue the citizens who’d managed to evacuate through the southern gate. 
 
    Unfortunately for the commander, the tormentors took an interest in the strength he demonstrated during battle. Instead of killing him, they took him to the laboratory to be experimented on. Every day, the researchers of the Red Tower dissected the commander’s body and then healed it with magic. 
 
    An ordinary person would have long died by now, and a weak-willed soldier would have gone insane from the excruciating pain. But somehow, the commander managed to retain his sanity throughout the ordeal. 
 
    Although his vision was unfocused, Muuka could see the commander could still understand him clearly. “I’ll give you the reprieve you’ve been longing for. Just answer my question, commander. Where can we find Sword Saint Isaac Segarus?” 
 
    All humans have their limits, and the commander had finally reached his. After being tortured for so long by the demons, he wanted to be finally freed from those hellish experiments. 
 
    He couldn’t die even if he wanted to. 
 
    He was also terrified of lying, as he could only imagine what the demons would do to him if he was caught. He was certain the demons had put a living organism inside his body. He could feel it wiggling in his stomach. If he lied, this demon before him would know immediately. 
 
    The Sword Saint, the Empire—he no longer cared about them at this point. 
 
    He was tired. 
 
    He wanted to finally rest. 
 
    Weakly, he mumbled, “The capital…” 
 
    Muuka lightly tilted his head to the side. “Hmm? Not the border to the Republic of Everfrost?” 
 
    One of the tortured soldiers said the Sword Saint was stationed at the border to the Republic. And Muuka came here to confirm if those words were correct. The last thing he wanted was to lead the Demon Lord Barkuvara to that place and fail to find the Sword Saint. 
 
    “No…” the commander continued to mutter weakly. “The… Emperor prioritizes himself… above all. The Sword Saint… should be… at the capital…” 
 
    This was what Muuka wanted to hear. As expected, not blindly trusting the words of one human was wise. He was glad he met with the commander. 
 
    “The imperial capital.” Muuka smiled broadly. “I must admit, I’m also curious about what it looks like.” 
 
    Muuka put a finger on the commander’s forehead. “Hmm… the parasitic worm we planted inside you confirmed you aren’t lying. I always keep my promises, human. Choose. To live or die a quick, painless death. Tell me.” 
 
    The commander mouthed, “Just… kill me…” 
 
    “Very well. A quick, painless death then.” 
 
    The commander smiled. Finally, he could rest. 
 
    Muuka put strength into his index finger and quickly pushed it into the skull of the commander, piercing his head. Blood splattered, and the tied body of the commander fell limply. 
 
    *** 
 
    After interrogating the captured humans, Muuka decided to deliver his findings to the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    “Absolute One, it’s me, Muuka.” 
 
    Chief Researcher Muuka found the Demon Lord standing on top of the only intact tower of the Maiaka Magic Academy. From there, he gazed at the city below. 
 
    “I’ve come to deliver my report.” 
 
    For several minutes, the Demon Lord stood there, unmoving. Although he didn’t utter a reply, Muuka knew he heard him. 
 
    After some time, the Demon Lord finally turned in his direction. “Did you find the Sword Saint’s whereabouts?” 
 
    Muuka didn’t lift his head. He remained prostrating on the ground as he replied, “Yes, Absolute One. I believe he’s currently in the imperial capital.” 
 
    “The capital…” The Demon Lord looked at the sky. It was a full moon tonight. “Muuka, accompany me.” 
 
    Without waiting for Muuka to utter a response, the Demon Lord Barkuvara cast his spell. He flew to the sky at tremendous speed, taking Muuka along with him. 
 
    “I wish to meet the Sword Saint, one of the strongest humans in this continent, immediately.” 
 
    He planned on ignoring Kreceir City, which they would pass along the way. 
 
    If they continued flying at their current speed, they should be able to reach the imperial capital by morning. 
 
    *** 
 
    [Capital of the Great Empire – Office of the Emperor] 
 
    Emperor Sylvius found himself without an appetite recently. 
 
    He felt anxious. 
 
    For days now, he’d been contemplating whether declining the offer of the Coalition Army was the correct decision. The Chief Royal Advisor strongly suggested he accept it. But in the end, the Emperor couldn’t bring himself to come under the wing of a brat. 
 
    Lark Marcus was around the same age as his youngest son. Nothing would be more shameful than coming under a coalition created by someone so young. Moreover, it was the same king who’d defeated them in the previous war. 
 
    This was one of the few times the Emperor went against the Chief Royal Advisor’s advice. 
 
    A member of the Silver Palace reported, “Your Majesty, the Coalition Army has just entered the Arnelia Region.” 
 
    Arnelia, a rocky region that served as the entrance to the White Stream Oasis, was around five days east of here. Entering it meant the Coalition Army had stayed true to their promise and left the imperial capital completely. 
 
    “Continue monitoring them. Report any suspicious movements.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    After the man from the Silver Palace left, the Emperor leaned back on his chair and rubbed his brow. His head ached from all the stress and worrying. 
 
    He muttered angrily, “They kept meddling with my Empire’s affairs, going as far as forming that stupid coalition. So what if they have the dragon protecting them? My Empire will not become their lapdog! Those damn Lukasians!” 
 
    The more he thought about it, the angrier he got. Emperor Sylvius felt infuriated with himself for entertaining the idea of joining the coalition in the first place. 
 
    Unable to contain his pent-up rage, he decided to visit the coliseum. Maybe he would feel better if he watched the slaves and gladiators kill each other. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius was greeted by the Coliseum Master the moment he arrived. Without hesitation, the Coliseum Master knelt and lowered his head, not daring to meet the eyes of the Emperor. “Ah, E-Emperor! Your Majesty, Emperor Sylvius! What brought your esteemed self to this—” 
 
    “Coliseum Master, do I need a reason to visit?” 
 
    “O-Of course not! Everything in the Empire is yours, Your Majesty! The very land we stand on right now! Even this coliseum!” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius clicked his tongue. “What are the matches for today?” 
 
    “Today, we have three matches, Your Majesty. Two of them are between slaves, while the remaining one is between the knights of barons.” 
 
    “Another dispute?” 
 
    “Your Majesty is truly wise.” 
 
    Although the majority of the fights in the coliseum were between slaves, gladiators, and beasts, there were occasions when knights dueled to death. This commonly occurred whenever nobles had disputes with each other. Afraid of shedding blood themselves, they’d send their knights to fight in their stead. 
 
    “Change it.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius glared at the Coliseum Master. “Change today’s fight.” 
 
    “W-what kind of fight should I change it to, Your Majesty?” 
 
    For several seconds, Emperor Sylvius pondered on which fight would entertain him the most. In order for him to be relieved of his pent-up rage, the match needed to be gruesome. If all of the contestants ended up dead, then all the better. 
 
    “Make all of the participants in today’s matches fight against the humpback red rhino instead.” 
 
    Once again, the Coliseum Master was reminded how much of a madman the Emperor was. 
 
    A humpback red rhino was a ferocious beast almost as strong as a white desert troll. With a height of nearly eight meters, its hide was five inches thick on average, making it impervious to most attacks. And although it looked fat, its body was actually composed of nearly all muscle. 
 
    Making the participants fight that monster without preparation and necessary weapons was basically telling them to die. 
 
    Still, the Coliseum Master knew never to question the Emperor’s commands. 
 
    “I shall do so right away.” 
 
    After making the absurd demand, the Emperor went to the VIP room of the coliseum. Here, he would be able to watch the match to his heart’s content without being bothered by others. 
 
    After half an hour of preparation, the match soon started. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! Esteemed guests and nobles! I wish to announce the changes in today’s matches!” The voice of the Coliseum Master echoed through the coliseum with the help of a voice artifact. “Today, we are graced by His Majesty’s presence! And as a show of gratitude, today shall be a battle against a ferocious beast!” 
 
    The crowd cheered. The gladiators at the arena trembled. From their current position, they could hear the growling of a beast at the arena’s entrance. 
 
    “A humpback red rhino!” 
 
    On cue, a steel door rose, and a furious rhino with numerous scars on its skin emerged. Its red horn had been cut off, but that didn’t make it less dangerous to the gladiators. With each step of the beast, the gladiators could feel the ground quake. 
 
    “The rules are simple! Kill or be killed! Gladiators, do your best to survive this battle!” 
 
    The crowd were ecstatic. Although they knew that those men would die today, they looked forward to the upcoming bloodshed. 
 
    In a way, these bloody battles in the coliseum were among the reasons the Empire had a relatively low crime rate. It served as an outlet for the citizens to indulge in their inner desires for carnage. It also reinforced social order by showing everyone what would happen to those who’d lost the favor of those in authority or their masters. 
 
    “Now, let the battle begin!” 
 
    As though it understood the Coliseum Master, the rhino charged toward the gladiators. First, it targeted the slave wielding an axe. Unable to dodge, the slave was struck by the rhino’s frontal attack, sending him flying toward the wall, crushing his torso in a single blow. 
 
    The rhino roared. It stomped its foot, snorted, and charged toward the other gladiators. 
 
    The Coliseum Master gleefully commentated. “And another one is sent flying! Oh, oh! What a mess! The rhino is stomping on the knight of Baron Moel! Annndd the knight of Baron Yuel used this opening to stab his sword at the rhino’s neck… But as expected! The knight’s sword couldn’t pierce the thick hide of the beast!” 
 
    He continued gleefully, “Ladies and gentlemen, the hide of a humpback red rhino is at least five inches thick! And I believe that this one we are seeing has thick armor covering its body! 
 
    “Now, let’s see how the gladiators are going to deal with this beast! 
 
    “Oh, aha! Another one is sent flying! 
 
    “And this time, eh? W-What—” 
 
    The Coliseum Master’s excited voice suddenly stopped. Noticing this, the audience looked in his direction, then where he was staring. 
 
    Surprisingly, the Coliseum Master wasn’t looking at the arena but at the sky. 
 
    Two figures were hovering there, right above the arena. 
 
    “What’s… that?” The Coliseum Master’s startled voice was heard by everyone. Even Emperor Sylvius started looking where the Coliseum Master was staring. 
 
    One of the unknown figures spoke. “Greetings, citizens of the imperial capital!” 
 
    A voice filled with mana was heard throughout the arena. It was so loud it could be heard by those outside the coliseum. It seemed that one of the creatures hovering above was using a similar yet more advanced voice-amplifying artifact. 
 
    The spectators murmured to each other. At the same time, the royal guards and royal knights moved to where the Emperor was. The guards in charge of the coliseum’s security also came out in droves. 
 
    Muuka spread his arms wide and said, “Rejoice! For the one who rules above all has come to you in person!” 
 
    One of the guards shouted, “You! Who are you!” 
 
    Muuka frowned. From his fingertips, a thin beam of mana shot out and struck the head of the guard, killing him instantly. “How rude. Do not interrupt me.” 
 
    Seeing him kill the guard, the people filling the seats were horrified. They hurriedly stood up, vacated their seats, and ran toward the exit. 
 
    “H-He killed the guard!” 
 
    “M-Murderer!” 
 
    “It’s dangerous here! Everyone, get out!” 
 
    Muuka activated the artifact which previously belonged to the Lord of the Corrupted Land. From above, a twenty-meter high tower started manifesting itself. Once it reached the ground and sucked the land’s lifeforce, it would give birth to a Corrupted Tower. 
 
    “We are looking for someone!” said Muuka. “Sword Saint Isaac Segarus! Present him to us!” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius frowned. According to one of the knights next to him, those hovering above the arena were probably demons. 
 
    He did not expect the name of the Sword Saint to come out of the demon’s mouth. 
 
    “One hour! If you do not present him to us by then…” 
 
    Sinister mana continuously oozed from the Corrupted Tower. The flesh covering it squirmed. Tentacles grew from the feet of the tower and started shooting toward the arena’s exits, blocking the escape paths. 
 
    “…I’ll slaughter everyone in this place.” 
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    “Damn bastards.” 
 
    Instead of fear, what Emperor Sylvius felt upon hearing the demon’s declaration was fury. 
 
    He’d already been enraged by the Marcus brat from the Coalition Army, and now, the demons were belittling his imperial authority. They dared come here to the capital on their own and demand they present the Sword Saint to them? 
 
    How arrogant! 
 
    Lately, the people around him were overstepping their bounds. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius growled at his escort knights, “Vice Commander, what are you doing! Go out there and present me their heads!” 
 
    Consumed by pride and rage, Emperor Sylvius decided to retaliate. He couldn’t believe that two demons dared enter the imperial capital and threaten him, the so-called Devourer of Lands. 
 
    He did not feel fear, for the vice commander of the imperial knights was a powerful swordsman capable of going toe-to-toe with an imperial court magician. No matter the situation, the knights guarding him should be capable of taking care of it. 
 
    But to Emperor Sylvius’ surprise, the vice commander refused to follow his orders. 
 
    “My apologies, Your Majesty,” said the vice commander. “I cannot do that. Our priority is your security. We won’t be able to protect you if we go out there to fight those demons and that fleshy obelisk.” 
 
    The Emperor finally exploded in anger. “You! You damn knight! You dare defy my orders?!” 
 
    In his anger, he threw the goblet on his table at the vice commander. The goblet spun around, spilling wine everywhere, as it flew toward its target. It struck the vice commander, who did not dodge, right in the face, creating a cut on his cheek. Blood flowed down his chin, dripping to his plate armor. 
 
    “I will accept any punishments later,” said the vice commander in a resolved voice. “I will willingly go to the chopping block once this incident is over, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The Vice Commander roared, “Knights!” 
 
    “Vice Commander!” 
 
    “I will take all responsibility! Take His Majesty out of the coliseum this instant!” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    The knights felt the same sense of loyalty to the Empire. They, too, willingly risked execution to ensure the safety of the Emperor. 
 
    “What are you doing! Let go of me!” 
 
    Seeing that the Emperor was unwilling to escape through the private exit of the VIP room, the knights ended up dragging him by the arms. It was an act that warranted the death sentence, but the knights did it regardless. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” said the vice commander, “but we must leave immediately.” 
 
    The vice commander had seen the reports from the Silver Palace. Since the description matched exactly, he was certain the fleshy obelisk was the same thing that sucked the life from Meredith City and its surrounding regions. Fighting against it and the demons would be too foolish on their part, especially when they had to protect the Emperor. 
 
    Thankfully, the fleshy obelisk only blocked the exits available to the public. The exit of the VIP room couldn’t be seen from the outside, and it remained open even now. 
 
    Under the command of the vice commander, Emperor Sylvius was forcefully evacuated from the coliseum, leaving behind the thousands of trapped spectators. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Sir, a commotion has occurred in the coliseum.” 
 
    The Sword Saint was in the middle of breakfast with his men in the banquet hall when he heard the news of the demons’ arrival. 
 
    His knight reported about the demons’ declaration, and the current state of the coliseum. 
 
    The Sword Saint put down his cutlery. “And His Majesty?” 
 
    Although there were thousands of people trapped in the coliseum, the first thing the Sword Saint asked about was the current status of the Emperor. 
 
    “Fortunately, the vice commander was with His Majesty when the incident happened,” the knight reported. “They’ve passed through the inner walls of the city. They’re now on their way back to the imperial palace as we speak.” 
 
    “That’s a relief. Vice Commander Yvon is as reliable as always.” 
 
    “Uhmm… Sir? I heard he defied His Majesty’s orders… Won’t the vice commander be executed because of this?” 
 
    Considering the Emperor’s personality, this was the likely outcome after this incident was over. Of course, Sword Saint Isaac Segarus wouldn’t let his precious subordinate be executed for fulfilling his duty perfectly. 
 
    “I’ll do something about it. Although His Majesty won’t listen to me, it’ll be an entirely different matter if the Chief Royal Advisor intervenes.” Sword Saint Isaac Segarus grabbed his sword. “Get me my armor from my room. And tell the officers to gather the imperial knights. We’re going to the coliseum.” 
 
    With the Emperor successfully evacuated from the coliseum, Isaac decided to gather the army and save the trapped civilians. 
 
    “Yes, Commander!” 
 
    The knight immediately ran to the Sword Saint’s room to get his armor. At the same time, the knights around them who heard the conversation started preparing for the upcoming battle. 
 
    The sound of chairs moving, metal clanking, and footsteps started filling the banquet hall. 
 
    Isaac gripped his sword tightly. He muttered, “Those damn demons. They’re demanding to see me? Very well, I’ll grant them their request.” 
 
    Sword Saint Isaac prided himself as the Sword of the Emperor. Now that Master Harris was dead, he was the strongest man in the entire Empire. If he didn’t show up in the coliseum, his reputation would surely plummet, and the Imperial Knights Order would start losing the support of the imperial citizens. He couldn’t afford that to happen, no matter what. 
 
    While the Sword Saint busily gathered and organized the imperial knights, several explosions were heard outside. A wave of mana rippled throughout the banquet hall, followed by the sound of another explosion. 
 
    Sword Saint Isaac ran outside and saw smoke rising to the sky. 
 
    Another explosion was heard, this one several times louder. It carried a shockwave that lightly shook not only Sword Saint Isaac’s body, but also the ground he stood on. The smoke rising to the sky grew thicker. 
 
    From this distance, he saw several flashes of light fall from the sky. 
 
    The Residential District must be filled with panic-stricken people by now. They must be running and screaming, while running toward their houses. 
 
    One of his men ran to him and said, “Sir! We received reports just now!” The man huffed and added, “The Fourth Tower of Mages has made contact with the demons in the coliseum!” 
 
    Hearing this, the Sword Saint finally understood what was going on. Those flashes of light and the ripples of mana probably came from the elite mages of the Fourth Tower. Master Haldor’s personality wouldn’t let him pass by the opportunity to meet those demons directly. 
 
    That man was an eccentric maniac who would do anything to further the progress of his research. He was so strange and creepy that Sword Saint Isaac purposely avoided him. 
 
    Still, although the Master of the Fourth Tower was an oddball, he was more reliable than anyone else in terms of combat power. 
 
    Now that the Fourth Tower were involved, this incident would end sooner. 
 
    “What are the knights doing! Make haste! We can’t lose to the Fourth Tower!” 
 
    “Yes, Commander!” 
 
    After the preparations were done, the knights of the Imperial Order, under the lead of Sword Saint Isaac Segarus, rushed toward the coliseum. 
 
    The streets were mostly empty by now, as the citizens had already evacuated to their homes in the Residential District. 
 
    As they neared their destination, they could feel the ripples of mana grow thicker. They could also hear the sounds of an ongoing battle. 
 
    “What… is this?” 
 
    The knights of the Imperial Order felt cold sweat flow down their spines upon seeing the massive fissures on the ground. 
 
    Were they the sources of the violent quakes before? 
 
    The fissures were so deep you couldn’t see their depth, and so long they probably spanned over a hundred meters. This alone wouldn’t faze the knights. But the problem was this: there were dozens of similar fissures scattered throughout the city. And near these fissures were innumerable crushed and mutilated corpses of imperial soldiers. 
 
    It looked as though a colossal sword hundreds of meters in length came down from the sky and slashed at the imperial capital several times, slaughtering the imperial soldiers by the hundreds with each strike. 
 
    The scent of blood and flesh was so thick that even the battle-hardened imperial knights almost vomited on the ground. 
 
    “The coliseum…” 
 
    Finally, the imperial knights reached the coliseum. 
 
    Everyone was halted in their tracks by what they saw. 
 
    “What…” 
 
    “Oh, Gods…” 
 
    The coliseum had been destroyed, and only a fleshy obelisk spanning more than twenty meters in size stood at the center of it. Underneath the rubble, the mangled bodies of the spectators who’d failed to escape. 
 
    The imperial knights also saw the corpses of the Fourth Tower mages scattered around. Those still alive were groaning, but they were in a state so severe the highest-grade healing potion might not save them. 
 
    “Is… that Master Haldor?” 
 
    To their horror, they arrived just in time to witness Master Haldor of the Fourth Tower being strangled to death by one of the fleshy roots of the Corrupted Tower. The Corrupted Tower sucked the life from the Master of the Fourth Tower, making his skinny body shrivel further. 
 
    The Tower Master squirmed as he struggled to break free, but to no avail. 
 
    “Master Haldor!” shouted Sword Saint Isaac. 
 
    Sword Saint Isaac was aware of the cruelties the Tower Master had been committing in the name of his experiments. And the atrocities he’d been committing against innocent citizens. Still, despite all this, he couldn’t let the Tower Master die at the hands of those demons. 
 
    The Tower Master was among the Empire’s pillars. If he died here, one of the key powers keeping the balance of the Empire would collapse. 
 
    “Isaac… h-help me! AAAACKK!” 
 
    The root of the Corrupted Tower moved and snapped the neck of Master Haldor, killing him in an instant. Blood dripped from his gaping mouth, his eyes rolled to the back. Another root wrapped around the Tower Master’s body and dismembered his body in half. 
 
    The imperial knights stood in utter disbelief as the entrails and blood of Master Haldor rained down from above. 
 
    Muuka, who’d been sitting on top of the Corrupted Tower, spoke to them. “I planned on sparing the lives of the humans in the coliseum if the Sword Saint showed up on time. I always keep my promises, you see. But look what these fools did.” 
 
    Muuka’s gaze moved to the scattered corpses of the Fourth Tower mages. 
 
    “They attacked us without warning! They cast wide area spells and ended up killing most of the people in the coliseum! Funny, isn’t it? Humans would do anything to achieve their goals even if it means killing their kin.” 
 
    Muuka laughed. “I understand, of course. As someone who loves exploring the unknown, I know what it feels like to chase after your goal. No looking back. One vision. One path.” 
 
    Seeing Muuka’s gaze move to him, Sword Saint Isaac felt chills crawl down his spine. 
 
    “Human, I heard him call you Isaac. Tell me. Are you the Sword Saint of the Empire?” 
 
    For several seconds, Isaac was unable to utter a reply. His instinct was screaming at him to deny it. His instinct told him that he should get out of here, run away and never look back. 
 
    Master Haldor had died pathetically like this. That man, who’d held sway over the Empire for decades, died begging for his life to be saved. 
 
    “Hmm? Not going to answer?” said Muuka. 
 
    “I am, so what?” 
 
    In the end, Sword Saint revealed his identity. He couldn’t back down here as thousands of imperial knights relied on him. 
 
    “I heard you’ve been looking for me,” said Isaac Segarus. “You want to fight me? Then come down from there, you damn bastard!” 
 
    Muuka smiled at him in amusement. “Fight you? No, no. Hahaha! I would probably die if I confront you directly. Even that human who calls himself the Tower Master is stronger than me, you see. I am not your opponent, human.” 
 
    Muuka slowly lowered his body and prostrated on top of the Corrupted Tower. With reverence, he spoke to the demon standing next to him. 
 
    “Absolute One, I present the Sword Saint of the Empire.” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara stood silently, gazing at the Sword Saint below. After a while, his figure vanished then appeared right in front of Sword Saint Isaac Segarus. 
 
    Reflexively, Sword Saint Isaac pulled out his sword and slashed at the Demon Lord the moment he appeared before him. 
 
    “W-What—!” 
 
    But to his surprise, the slash did not even scratch Demon Lord’s body. 
 
    As the Demon Lord had started suppressing the mana leaking out of his body after meeting Headmaster Ephiane, the Sword Saint couldn’t feel anything from him at all. But the fact that he was unscathed by that attack proved he was no ordinary demon. 
 
    “You damn demon!” 
 
    “Protect the commander!” 
 
    Naturally, the imperial knights around him moved to protect the Sword Saint. They unsheathed their swords and rushed toward the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    “WAAAITT!” 
 
    The Sword Saint tried to stop his men, but it was already too late. 
 
    To the Sword Saint’s horror, several blades of mana flew from the Demon Lord Barkuvara’s direction and struck the imperial knights. Each strike cleaved dozens of bodies, leaving deep fissures on the ground, similar to the ones they’d seen before reaching the coliseum. 
 
    There was no screaming, no death throes. 
 
    The imperial knights, who prided themselves as the best in the continent, were slaughtered almost instantly by the demon. 
 
    “N-No… what…” Sword Saint Isaac’s entire body trembled. 
 
    This was absurd. 
 
    How could someone this powerful be allowed to exist in this world? 
 
    He slaughtered all those knights, who the Sword Saint shared stories and meals with for decades, without batting an eye. And he did it effortlessly at that. 
 
    There was no change in the demon’s expression, as though the ones he killed were nothing but insignificant ants. 
 
    “WHAT THE FUCK IS THIS!” 
 
    In the end, fear turned into rage, and the Sword Saint lost all reasoning. Turning his fear into fury was the only way he could stop himself from fleeing this place and going insane. 
 
    “YOUUUU!” 
 
    Forgoing all forms of defense, Sword Saint Isaac unleashed powerful strikes at the Demon Lord Barkuvara one after another. With his sword sharpened by mana to the utmost limit, each of the strikes were powerful enough to cut the Lord Knight’s body. 
 
    “YOUUUU!” 
 
    The slashes left small cuts on the Demon Lord’s body. 
 
    “DIEE! DIEEE! DIEEEE!” 
 
    Along with his screams, slashes were released at the Demon Lord ceaselessly. 
 
    A dozen strikes. 
 
    A hundred. 
 
    Nearing a thousand, the slashes finally stopped. 
 
    Panting, Sword Saint Isaac looked at the Demon Lord Barkuvara before him. With a single hand, he was gripping the Sword Saint’s sword. Sword Saint Isaac tried moving it, but the sword wouldn’t budge at all. 
 
    “Let go…” Sword Saint Isaac put more strength into it, but he still couldn’t pull back his sword. “I SAID LET G—!” 
 
    The Sword Saint couldn’t finish his words, as his head was severed from his body by an invisible blade. His headless corpse fell to the ground, limp and lifeless. 
 
    Silence descended. 
 
    With the help of the root of the Corrupted Tower, Muuka went down and approached the Demon Lord Barkuvara. He couldn’t understand why the Demon Lord spared the headmaster, who was clearly weaker, but killed the Sword Saint. 
 
    Judging by the strength the Sword Saint showed, he could probably kill several fire giants on his own. His sword was so sharp it left cuts on the body of the Immortal Demon. Of course, even a human as powerful as him was rendered helpless before an absolute existence like the Demon Lord. 
 
    “The human seems to be not to your liking, Absolute One.” 
 
    The Demon Lord didn’t utter a reply. Quickly, the cuts on his body started closing. He looked at the Corrupted Tower, then at the ruined buildings. 
 
    “The Corrupted Tower will be giving birth soon,” said the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    After sucking enough lifeforce, the Corrupted Tower would give birth to thousands of flesh eaters. 
 
    “It is as you say, Absolute One.” 
 
    The Demon Lord pierced his chest with his hand. Slowly, he took a fist-sized clump of mana out. 
 
    “The humans stopped progressing after the Cataclysm,” said the Demon Lord. “How disappointing.” 
 
    The clumps of mana slowly expanded, and after several minutes, it assumed a humanoid shape. It was a duplicate of the Demon Lord created by using a fragment of his soul, the same duplicate he’d sent to the White Mist Tundra of the Demon Realm. 
 
    “I will leave you here,” said the Demon Lord. 
 
    The duplicate lowered his head. Naked, he was the spitting image of the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    “Protect the Corrupted Tower,” the Demon Lord Barkuvara said to his duplicate. “Until it gives birth to a high demon capable of protecting the flesh eaters, do not leave this place.” 
 
    Slowly, the Demon Lord Barkuvara’s body flew up. 
 
    “Muuka.” 
 
    “Absolute One.” 
 
    “We’re leaving the Empire.” 
 
    Were they going back to the Demon Realm? Or were they going to the other countries to find people included in the continental rankings? 
 
    Muuka did not know, and he did not dare ask. To show his fealty, he simply followed. 
 
    “Yes, Absolute One.” 
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    In the throne room of the imperial palace, the wrathful voice of the Emperor reverberated. 
 
    “YOU DARE LIE TO ME? SWORD SAINT ISAAC SEGARUS IS DEAD? THE FOURTH TOWER OF MAGES WERE ANNIHILATED?!” 
 
    His enraged voice was mixed with fear and disbelief. He was already in the safety of the imperial palace when he heard of the knights’ and mages’ defeat. Surrounded by high-ranking officials, military officers, and ministers of the capital, the Emperor was hysterical. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius no longer cared about appearances. Like a madman, he screamed in the throne room at the top of his lungs. “STOP SPOUTING BULLSHIT, YOU DAMN BASTARD! THERE IS NO WAY ISAAC AND HALDOR ARE DEAD! IMPERIAL GUARDS! SEIZE HIM AND SEND HIM TO THE CHOPPING BLOCK!” 
 
    The imperial guards looked at each other, hesitant to follow the Emperor’s command. 
 
    The soldier who made the report didn’t look scared despite being given the death sentence by the Emperor. He simply knelt there with a blank gaze, as though he didn’t care if his life were to be forfeited. 
 
    “WHAT ARE YOU ALL DOING?! SEIZE HIM!” 
 
    It was only after the Emperor repeated his orders that the imperial guards started grabbing the messenger. 
 
    Before leaving, the messenger said lifelessly, “Your Majesty, if you kill me now, nothing will change. I saw everything. How it slaughtered my friends, my comrades, even the commander. That demon isn’t something us humans can ever dare hope to defeat.” 
 
    Like a prophet, the messenger added, “This is start of the end. This nation will soon burn into cinders. Your Majesty, your arrogance is the downfall of this Empire. You should have grabbed the hands extended to you by the Coalition Army. If the Coalition Army were still here, maybe we could have survived this predicament.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” 
 
    “Come with us!” The imperial guards, horrified by what they heard, dragged the messenger out of the throne room. Like Emperor Sylvius, they didn’t want to hear the messenger’s words any further. 
 
    After the messenger was gone, heavy silence befell the throne room. Although they wanted to refute it, they knew there was truth in the messenger’s words. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius realized that had the vice commander not insisted they evacuate from the coliseum, he would likely be among the list of casualties by now. 
 
    “Vice Commander Yvon,” said Emperor Sylvius. “What’s the current status of the Imperial Army?” 
 
    The vice commander looked grim. “We’ve already lost forty thousand soldiers, Your Majesty. As for the remaining sixty thousand men, I ordered them to stand by for now and await further orders.” 
 
    Forty thousand imperial soldiers. 
 
    A number large enough to pose a threat to another nation. Bigger than a legion. 
 
    Hearing that almost half of the soldiers stationed in the capital had already been killed by the demon, Emperor Sylvius almost broke down. 
 
    He’d never felt this helpless. He could see the Empire he was so proud of collapsing and slipping out of his fingers. 
 
    “H-How can that be?” said Emperor Sylvius almost pleadingly. “Our soldiers aren’t that weak! N-No, it doesn’t make sense!” 
 
    “Based on the reports, the heads of the soldiers who tried to approach the obelisk suddenly exploded,” said Vice Commander Yvon. “I believe it’s one of the demon’s spells. Anyone who tried to approach the obelisk within half a kilometer radius was killed instantly, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Then we should avoid going near the coliseum for now?” said the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    “Yes,” said Vice Commander Yvon. “I’ve already given the order, Sir Gaillart.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor sighed. He said to Emperor Sylvius, “Your Majesty, there was truth in the words of the messenger. This wouldn’t have happened had you listened to me. Didn’t I tell you? We should have accepted the Coalition Army’s offer.” 
 
    Although the Chief Royal Advisor looked calm, there was a hint of anger in his voice. 
 
    Had another person spoke those words, Emperor Sylvius would have ordered the imperial guards to execute him on the spot. But it was an entirely different matter when it was the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    Gaillart was the man Emperor Sylvius respected the most. A confidant, a friend, and a mentor. He was the only man allowed to openly rebuke the Emperor like this. 
 
    “G-Gaillart, I…” 
 
    “It’s not too late, Your Majesty,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “There is still a chance to rectify your mistake.” 
 
    “A chance to rectify my mistake?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor adjusted his monocle and moved his gaze to a certain individual in the throne room. 
 
    Naturally, everyone’s gaze followed the Chief Royal Advisor’s. They all looked at the youngest daughter of Emperor Sylvius. 
 
    With utmost respect, the Chief Royal Advisor said, “Your Highness, Princess Luna. I believe King Lark left behind an artifact that allows you to contact him.” To everyone’s utter surprise, the Chief Royal Advisor went to his knees. “Please, I’m begging you. Contact King Lark on behalf of our Empire. The imperial capital. The soldiers. The citizens. Please, save us.” 
 
    Seeing the Chief Royal Advisor begging on his knees, Emperor Sylvius finally snapped back to reality. The gravity of the situation hit him. He realized that if this continued, the Empire would cease to exist. And this shameful event under his reign would go down in history. 
 
    But what could he do? 
 
    It was not like he could also go down there, kneel, and beg his daughter to contact King Lark for him. 
 
    “Sir Gaillart…” said Princess Luna. 
 
    Beads of sweat flowed down the Chief Royal Advisor’s forehead. He nervously added a condition to convince the princess. 
 
    “I’m aware that Princess Kiera has been tormenting you,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “If you grant us this favor, I promise to exile her once everything is over.” 
 
    Princess Kiera’s face turned pale. She protested, “Sir Gaillart! What are you sayin—” 
 
    “Be quiet, Your Highness! Can’t you see? The fate of the Empire is literally in the hands of Princess Luna right now! I will gladly offer her your head if she asks me to! I’m willing to go that far if it’s what’s needed to save the Empire!” 
 
    Princess Kiera looked around the room. 
 
    The princes, the ministers, the vice commander, the imperial guards, the Emperor. She realized none of them were going to stop the Chief Royal Advisor if he suddenly pulled out a sword and attacked her, an imperial princess, in the throne room. 
 
    She realized she had become a sacrificial lamb to appease Princess Luna, the only one capable of contacting King Lark. 
 
    These people, who held the highest positions in the Empire, had become so desperate they were willing to sacrifice someone with royal blood. 
 
    Horrified, lips twitching, Princess Kiera said to Princess Luna, “M-My dear sister, I know we’ve had altercations before, but you wouldn’t go so far as to exile or execute me, right? W-We are sisters! Although we don’t have the same mothers, we still share the same blood!” 
 
    Princess Luna smiled. She never expected to gain so much authority and power simply because she was capable of contacting King Lark. 
 
    It was a strange feeling. 
 
    So, this was what having the upper hand in negotiations with her father felt like. 
 
    Instead of replying to her older sister, Princess Luna spoke to the Chief Royal Advisor, “I heard Duke Hara of the Three States Alliance is looking for a wife.” 
 
    Princess Kiera realized where the conversation was going. Instinctively, she took several steps back out of fear. “N-No… no… no…” 
 
    Duke Hara was an old man with over a hundred concubines. There were rumors he loved collecting wives from various ethnicities, races, and even species. Becoming part of Duke Hara’s harem would be a sentence worse than death. 
 
    “Sir Gaillart, Father,” said Princess Luna. “I will contact King Lark on your behalf. But in return, I want that bitch to become Duke Hara’s wife.” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius closed his eyes in resignation. “It will be done.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor looked coldly at Princess Kiera. “We’ll send her to the duke after the war with the demons is over, Your Highness.” 
 
    Hearing her own father forsake her, Princess Kiera went limp. She fell to the ground, trembling. 
 
    Princess Luna smirked. Gracefully, she curtsied. “Then I shall contact King Lark right away. But… what should I convey to him?” 
 
    The Emperor and the Chief Royal Advisor looked at each other. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor said, “I know we already refused the offer, but… please tell His Majesty, King Lark, that we wish to accept the Coalition Army’s offer. We wish to be part of the alliance.” 
 
    “Is that all, Sir Gaillart?” said Princess Luna. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor shook his head. “No. Please also tell His Majesty that we greatly regret not agreeing to his offer and… please… help us.” 
 
    The last part sounded so desperate that it momentarily tugged at Princess Luna’s heart. 
 
    *** 
 
    After that meeting, Princess Luna immediately returned to her estate. 
 
    She was greeted by the head maid. “Princess! I was so worried!” Holding the hem of her clothes, the head maid ran to her. She looked at the dozens of elite imperial guards accompanying Princess Luna. 
 
    The head maid frowned. “What’s going on, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Do not mind them, Selena. They came here to escort me, as per my father, the Emperor’s, command.” 
 
    The Emperor was so paranoid that something would happen to her on the way that he asked these elite guards, who were supposed to be protecting him, to escort her. 
 
    “Is that so, Princess?” 
 
    Princess Luna read the blotches of ink that had formed on top of the head maid’s head. 
 
    Did His Majesty notice? No, it’s too soon. 
 
    Lord Fraser is also here. 
 
    But he asked me not to tell anyone that he’s here to meet the princess. 
 
    How troublesome. If these imperial guards see him… 
 
    When Princess Luna heard the report that the Fourth Tower mages had been annihilated, the first person she thought of was Jacob Fraser. She thought Fraser was among the casualties from the tower. Learning that ‘Triple Cast’ was still alive brightened Princess Luna’s expression. 
 
    “Princess?” Head maid Selena noticed the subtle change in Princess Luna’s expression. 
 
    “It’s nothing, Selena,” said Princess Luna. Unable to fully control her face from smiling, she faked a cough, then said to the imperial guards, “All of you. Stay here and await further command.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “But what? You want to accompany me inside? What, you’re going to come to my room? Is that it?” 
 
    “N-No, that’s not what we mean, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Then stop blabbering and follow my orders. Ah, and don’t even think about entering the mansion with those dirty sabatons. Stay here outside. That’s an imperial command.” 
 
    In the end, the imperial guards couldn’t do anything after that exchange. They stood outside the estate and didn’t follow Princess Luna inside. This way, it would be safer for Jacob Fraser. 
 
    After entering the mansion, the head maid cast a silence spell and said, “Princess, I’ve been meaning to tell you: Lord Fraser is in the mansion. He’s been waiting for you to come back from the palace.” 
 
    Princess Luna faked an expression of surprise. “Lord Fraser? How great to hear he’s alive! Tell him to come to my room immediately, Selena.” 
 
    “I shall do so right away, Your Highness.” 
 
    Several minutes after that, Princess Luna and Jacob Fraser met inside the princess’s room. 
 
    Jacob Fraser brought a frail-looking boy with him. 
 
    After confirming with her own eyes that Jacob Fraser was indeed safe, Princess Luna smiled brightly. “Lord Fraser! I’m so glad you survived!” Princess Luna said, honestly. When she heard that the tower mages had been killed, she’d felt a squishing sensation in her heart when she thought of Jacob Fraser. 
 
    “And this boy is…” 
 
    “He’s my little brother,” said Jacob Fraser. “I’m sorry we barged in here without informing you beforehand, Your Highness.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I understand. What matters is you’re alive, Lord Fraser. What a relief. I really thought you had died.” 
 
    Jacob Fraser stroked the hair of his little brother affectionately. “The conversation I had with King Lark before he left saved me, Princess.” 
 
    “Conversation? With King Lark?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jacob Fraser proceeded to tell Princess Luna about the conversation he had with King Lark before they parted ways. According to King Lark, the fleshy obelisk was probably a Corrupted Tower, and trying to obtain a sample of it would be nothing short of suicide. 
 
    Because of that conversation, the moment Master Haldor gave the order to the tower mages to approach the Corrupted Tower, Jacob Fraser fled with his little brother. 
 
    It was amazing that a seemingly simple conversation had such consequences. 
 
    “So, why did you come here, Lord Fraser?” said Princess Luna. 
 
    Without revealing himself, Jacob Fraser carefully looked out the window. “I’m here to help you escape the capital, Princess.” 
 
    Princess Luna had already read Jacob Fraser’s thoughts the moment they met, but it was still surprising to hear the words come out of his mouth. 
 
    “The capital is going to fall soon. We need to escape while we still have the chance, Your Highness. You’re close with the head maid, aren’t you? We can also bring her along if you want.” 
 
    Hearing the concern in Jacob Fraser’s voice, Princess Luna smiled warmly. She read the blotches of ink on top of Jacob Fraser’s head, and she knew his words were genuine. 
 
    For some reason, Fraser cared for her well-being. It seemed that aside from the head maid, another person didn’t wish for her to die. 
 
    “Escape? But where to, Lord Fraser?” said Princess Luna. 
 
    “To the Kingdom of Lukas, Princess. With King Lark protecting it, it should be the safest place in the entire continent.” 
 
    Princess Luna chuckled. 
 
    “Princess?” 
 
    “Ah, sorry. Please don’t misunderstand, I’m not laughing at you, Lord Fraser. I just… find it amusing we have the same thoughts. Before, I also planned on fleeing to the Kingdom of Lukas should the capital fall.” 
 
    “Before? Then…” 
 
    “That’s right, I’ve changed my mind, Lord Fraser. I’m staying in the capital. The reason I returned to my estate this early is to convey the Empire’s will to King Lark. I’ve been asked by the Emperor and the Chief Royal Advisor to ask—no, beg—King Lark to let us in the Coalition Army.” 
 
    Jacob Fraser’s eyes grew wide. He couldn’t believe that stubborn fool of an emperor had finally decided to swallow his pride and accept the Coalition Army’s offer. 
 
    Had the Chief Royal Advisor convinced him? Or did he come up with this decision on his own? Well, none of that mattered. What mattered was there was now a chance to save the imperial capital from the demons. 
 
    Princess Luna unlocked a secret compartment and took out an intercity communication device. Thankfully, Reginald had given her this one. 
 
    Princess Luna infused a small amount of mana into the device, activating it. After almost a minute, Princess Luna felt the device connect to the other side. Princess Luna curtsied and lowered her head. “Your Majesty, King Lark, it’s me, Luna.” 
 
    They heard the familiar voice of King Lark, “Princess, is something the matter?” 
 
    “I apologize for calling you at such a crucial time,” said Princess Luna. “But we are in desperate need of your help, King Lark. If we do nothing, the imperial capital will fall in the hands of the demons. Please, we beg you, allow us to join the Coalition Army… 
 
    “And please… help the imperial capital.” 
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    The Immortal Demon had appeared in the imperial capital. 
 
    When Lark heard this, he immediately delegated his tasks to the officers of the Rykard Army and flew back towards the capital. 
 
    Mana pulsated and burst around Lark’s body, increasing his flight speed. It was an inefficient way of using mana, but this was the only method he could currently use to get there as soon as possible. 
 
    “Hey, you’re going too fast!” Vulcan shouted from his rear. The Ancient Fire Dragon, in his polymorphed state, could hardly keep up with Lark’s speed. 
 
    “We need to hurry. It’ll be too late if Emperor Sylvius is already dead by the time we arrive.” 
 
    The Emperor ending up dead would be one of the worst-case scenarios for the Empire. Emperor Sylvius Lockhart Mavis was a madman, but he was an absolute ruler who held nearly all the power in the Empire. The moment he died, the nation would be engulfed in chaos. 
 
    Although Prince Quinn was loved by the people, the moderates, nobles, and the imperialists wouldn’t readily agree with his ascension. A bloodbath would ensue as the princes and their supporters vied for the throne succession. 
 
    The last thing Lark wanted was for a civil war to engulf the Empire. 
 
    “But is it really the Demon Lord?” said Vulcan. “That woman who calls herself the headmaster said she met the Demon Lord in Meredith City.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Lark. “But the descriptions given by the princess and the headmaster matched. Headmaster Ephiane also said the Demon Lord was looking for the Sword Saint’s whereabouts. Chances are he went to the capital to meet him.” 
 
    Vulcan scowled. “I get irritated when I think of it! This wouldn’t have happened if that stupid old man accepted our offer! What use is his pride when he can’t protect a single city! That damn useless maggot!” 
 
    Vulcan continued with his grumblings. “Haaah! If he was going to beg like a dog, he should have acted like one in the first place! We even gave him a week to think things through!” 
 
    “How! Fucking! Stupid!” Throughout their journey back to the capital, Vulcan kept cursing Emperor Sylvius. “I’ll really pull out his damn beard once everything is over!” 
 
    The way he spewed out curses one after another reminded Lark of the Scylla. 
 
    Was being foulmouthed inherent in the draconian race? Or was it the result of being long-lived? No, that shouldn’t be the case, since the Arzomos weren’t like this. 
 
    “For an emperor, he’s pretty stupid! Don’t you agree, King Lark?” 
 
    Lark didn’t utter a reply. Now wasn’t the time. 
 
    Instead, he willed the mana leaking out of his body to pulsate and explode more fiercely. With a faster speed than before, he flew toward their destination. 
 
    After several hours of inefficiently burning through their mana, the two finally arrived at the capital. 
 
    “It’s in flames,” said Vulcan. 
 
    It was already late in the evening, but they could clearly see the capital was engulfed by flames. 
 
    Everything from the Red Light District all the way to the Central Square was burning. One-fifth of the entire imperial capital—particularly the northeastern area, aside from the coliseum—was blazing. 
 
    Below, they could see thousands of citizens running away, chased by the flesh eaters. Corpses of soldiers and civilians alike were scattered on the streets, and the remaining soldiers desperately fought back the flesh eaters while buying time for the civilians to escape. The very few mages left in the capital couldn’t use their spells for battle, as they were ordered by the higher ups to prevent the fire from spreading further. 
 
    It was a scene straight from a nightmare. 
 
    The soldiers had long lost their morale by now and couldn’t put up a proper fight against the flesh eaters. 
 
    Still, from this distance, they could hear the shouts of despair, the sound of swords hitting the claws of the demons, the buildings rumbling, and the flames crackling. 
 
    To an extent, Lark had expected this to happen. This was why he burned through large amounts of mana to get here as quickly as possible. 
 
    The capital was the perfect medium for the growth of a Corrupted Tower. 
 
    A city teeming with humans. 
 
    A land abundant in life force and mana. 
 
    It was no wonder the Corrupted Tower started producing offspring less than a day after it was summoned by Muuka. 
 
    “What should we do, King Lark? Should we step in?” 
 
    “No, we need to meet someone first.” 
 
    “The Emperor, huh?” 
 
    “Yes.” It was a cold decision, but Lark needed to meet the Emperor first before fighting the Immortal Demon. 
 
    Lark and Vulcan flew in the direction of imperial palace. They take the trouble to go through the gates. Without stopping, they flew toward the main entrance instead. 
 
    Naturally, the defenses of the imperial palace were activated. Several spells were fired at the trespassers. 
 
    “Damn pesky spells,” said Vulcan, annoyed. 
 
    Immobilization spells, piercing attacks, and numerous blades of mana flew at them, but all were easily repelled by Vulcan. 
 
    Lark and Vulcan landed at the main entrance of the imperial palace. 
 
    “W-Who are you!” 
 
    “Stop! You’re not allowed inside!” 
 
    The soldiers guarding the entrance were taken aback by Lark’s and Vulcan’s sudden arrival. Everyone was on edge because of the demons rampaging in the capital. 
 
    “We have no time to explain everything to everyone,” said Lark. “Vulcan.” 
 
    “Alright.” Vulcan exuded large amounts of dragon fear, immediately suppressing the guards before them. The weaker ones were rendered unconscious, while those who were stronger were forced to kneel on the ground. 
 
    “Stay there on the ground,” said Vulcan. “Be glad King Lark is here. If not for him, I wouldn’t have spared your lives after you pointed your blades at me.” 
 
    After Lark and Vulcan passed the guards at the entrance, another group blocked their path. And this time, the guards were being led by a familiar face. 
 
    General Lazarus, the highest-ranking military official in the capital right now. 
 
    “It’s been a while, General,” said Lark. 
 
    General Lazarus said to his men, “Everyone, lower your weapons. Open a path. They are guests of our Emperor.” 
 
    After receiving the general’s command, the guards lowered their weapons and made a path for Lark and Vulcan. 
 
    “We meet again, King Lark. I apologize if my soldiers have been rude to you,” said General Lazarus. “But please understand. Everyone is on edge right now.” 
 
    “Tch. We have no time for pleasantries, human,” said Vulcan. “Lead us to your Emperor. Now.” 
 
    General Lazarus didn’t take offense at Vulcan’s rudeness. He knew now was a crucial time, and he was simply glad these two had returned this soon to the capital. 
 
    “Of course. Please, this way.” 
 
    With the general at the lead, the group quickly traversed the vast hallways of the imperial palace. Soon, they arrived at the throne room. 
 
    “Open the door!” said General Lazarus. “King Lark and the esteemed Fire Dragon have arrived!” 
 
    “Yes, General!” The imperial knights opened the door, revealing the same royal carpet that led all the way to the throne. 
 
    The throne room was filled with almost a hundred people. Imperial knights, imperial guards, ministers, royal advisors, military officials, and the Emperor’s children. All the prominent figures of the imperial capital were gathered. 
 
    These people were in a heated discussion seconds before Lark’s arrival. But now, they had all turned silent. 
 
    Everyone looked at the only man who could save them from their current predicament. 
 
    The Emperor spoke, “King Lark.” The Emperor’s voice seemed devoid of strength, unlike when they first met. It was the voice of a man resigned to his fate. “I heard from Luna,” said the Emperor. “But I didn’t expect to see you this soon.” 
 
    Lark continued walking and stopped several meters before the throne. 
 
    “I flew as soon as I received the news. I saw the situation on my way here,” said Lark. “Let me be blunt. At this rate, the capital will fall, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius’ eyes looked dead. “I agree. The capital will fall soon.” Mocking laughter came from his lips, “We’ve tried everything, but there is no one on our side capable of killing that demon guarding the obelisk.” 
 
    The Emperor sighed deeply. He asked the question everyone in this room wanted to hear, “Tell me, King Lark. Are you capable of killing it?” 
 
    Without hesitation, Lark replied, “In my current state, it’ll be hard even for me, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Vulcan’s eyes widened. He didn’t expect Lark to admit that his current strength would be lacking if he were to fight against the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    “Even if you receive the help of the dragon?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The Emperor palmed his face in resignation. “Haaah, this is the end of the Empire, huh?” 
 
    It was amazing that in less than a day, the demeanor of the had Emperor changed. He lost all hope after losing his strongest warrior and tens of thousands of imperial soldiers. 
 
    He no longer looked condescending or arrogant. Instead, he looked close to crying. 
 
    “I’m still severely lacking, Your Majesty,” said Lark. “But there should be a way for me to hold my ground against that demon in my current state.” 
 
    For a second, the Emperor’s eyes glimmered with hope. “A way?” 
 
    “Yes. The maginus left behind by the Founding Emperor—” 
 
    Emperor Sylvius’s brows twitched. 
 
    “Lend it to me, Your Majesty,” said Lark. 
 
    Despite their Empire being at stake, it was a difficult ask. Although Lark was only borrowing it, the thought of handing it to someone without a speck of imperial blood made Emperor Sylvius hesitate. 
 
    “And if you also have the armor set of the Founding Emperor,” said Lark. “Lend that to me, too.” 
 
    Unable to take it any further, one of the ministers shouted, “You! Are you ridiculing us? What you’re asking for are the national treasures of the Empire!” 
 
    “SILENCE!” Emperor Sylvius glared at the minister. “Did I permit you to speak, Minister Gaveh?” 
 
    “I-I apologize, Your Majesty—” 
 
    “Guards, take him away! I don’t need a useless fool who dares show disrespect to our esteemed guests!” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty!” 
 
    The imperial guards removed the minister from the throne room. The minister didn’t dare protest, afraid of aggravating the Emperor further. 
 
    After the minister was gone, Emperor Sylvius said, “I will strictly discipline him once everything is over.” 
 
    It was the Emperor’s way of apologizing, and Lark understood this. As the Emperor, he couldn’t carelessly utter a direct apology, especially in front of all these prominent individuals. 
 
    “Regarding the weapon and armor set left behind the Founding Emperor…” said the Emperor. “You fought against General Alvaren, didn’t you?” 
 
    Lark nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t know if he told you this, but the maginus General Alvaren used in his battle against you is a mere replica. The real one is stored in the royal treasury, along with the armor set of the Founding Emperor.” 
 
    The Emperor continued, “Uurvesk, the strongest person in the entire history of the Empire. The first Emperor, the founder of this nation. Before his death, he left behind several powerful artifacts, and among them were the armors and weapons he used in battle.” 
 
    “Uurvesk,” mumbled Lark. 
 
    Lark felt a strange sensation when he heard the name of his disciple from the Emperor’s mouth. Now that he’d thought of it, Emperor Sylvius Lockhart Mavis was probably Uurvesk’s descendant. 
 
    “Considering the situation, I can allow you to borrow them for battle,” said the Emperor. “But the question of whether or not you’ll be chosen by the weapon and the armor as their owner remains.” 
 
    “They choose their owners?” said Lark. 
 
    It was strange. 
 
    The Uurvesk he knew didn’t have the ability to create such intricate mechanisms in his equipment. 
 
    “We believe so, King Lark.” 
 
    Lark looked at the Sword of Morpheus, which was currently in a form of a bracer. 
 
    In a sense, Morpheus was also a weapon that chooses its owner. Only someone who knew the pathway of mana to activate it can use it, after all. Lark believed the same was probably true for the real maginus. The reason General Alvaren was using a replica was probably because he failed to activate the original. 
 
    “Your Majesty, may I ask King Lark something?” said the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    “Gaillart? Go ahead.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor said to Lark, “According to the stories passed down to the royal family, the armor set and weapon of the Founding Emperor are capable of nullifying all forms of magic within a certain radius. It is the bane of all mages. Even if you somehow manage to use it, it will render you incapable of using any magic. I don’t understand why you’d willingly seal your spells like this.” 
 
    “That restriction isn’t applicable to me, Sir Gaillart.” 
 
    “W-What?” 
 
    Slowly, the bracer in Lark’s arm turned into a sword. “This is called the Sword of Morpheus. It was created by combining the strongest metal in this world, the densest form of mana, and the most powerful magic cores. A maginus wouldn’t be able to disrupt the spells created using Morpheus as a medium. I assure you of that.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor trembled. He understood what Lark was trying to say. 
 
    Basically, the moment Lark equipped the armor set of the Founding Emperor, all forms of magic around him would be rendered useless. And only he, the one who held the Sword of Morpheus, would be able to use spells. 
 
    It was frightening how synergistic the Sword of Morpheus and the artifacts left behind by the Founding Emperor were. 
 
    Little did he know that the Founding Emperor created that armor set by copying Evander Alaester’s original equipment. 
 
    “Three years,” said Lark. “Lend the equipment to me, and I’ll prevent the capital’s destruction.” 
 
    Lark knew he needed this much preparation if he wished to have a chance of winning against the Immortal Demon. 
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    In the end, the Emperor gave in to Lark’s demands. He asked the Chief Royal Advisor to guide Lark’s group to the royal treasury and give them the armor set and maginus. 
 
    With the Chief Royal Advisor at the lead, Lark’s group went three floors underground and arrived at the royal treasury. Twelve elite knights stood guard near the entrance. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor pulled out a plaque. “I came here under His Majesty’s orders. Open the entrance.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir Gaillart!” The knights standing guard unlocked the giant door, revealing the tunnel inside. 
 
    “Seems easy to intrude this place, doesn’t it?” said the Chief Royal Advisor as he led the group inside the tunnel. “But”—he placed an artifact inside a hole in the wall, and several clicking sounds were heard—“without these keys here capable of disabling the traps, we would have been bombarded by several powerful spells by now.” 
 
    The defensive mechanism was quite similar to the royal sanctum of the Kingdom of Lukas. 
 
    There were seven keys in the Chief Royal Advisor’s hand. As they walked through the tunnel, he would use different keys depending on the traps waiting for them ahead. Because of this, they managed to smoothly traverse the tunnel. 
 
    Lark noticed that most of the magic formations engraved on the walls were ninth-or tenth-tier magic. And each of them was a spell meant to kill their target. There were also contraptions that shoot out poison darts, steel arrows, and spikes hidden in the tunnel. 
 
    The tunnel was only wide enough to let four people pass through side-by-side. If those spells were activated here, most intruders wouldn’t survive. 
 
    As they walked, Vulcan couldn’t help but ask, “But, human, why are you the one guiding us?” 
 
    True to its name, the royal treasury was supposed to be a place where only those of royal blood could enter. Emperor Sylvius, or at least one of his direct descendants, should be the one guiding their group right now. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor cleared his throat. “Please understand, esteemed Lord Dragon,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “His Majesty would probably faint if he handed those treasures to you personally. He’s probably gritting his teeth as he thinks of it.” 
 
    Vulcan couldn’t even laugh with how lame the reason behind it was. “Human, based on what I’ve seen so far, you are more fit to be the Emperor. Don’t you have greater aspirations? How about this? If you wish, I can kill—” 
 
    “Please stop, esteemed Lord Dragon.” For the first time, the Chief Royal Advisor’s voice turned sharp. He looked fearlessly at Vulcan, as though ready to tussle with him if he said another word. 
 
    Firmly, he said, “I am the right hand of His Majesty, Emperor Sylvius Lockhart Mavis. I take pride in what I do, in what I believe, and in my role in this Empire. I will never entertain any rebellious ideas. Even from you, esteemed Lord Dragon.” 
 
    “Bah, how boring. You’ll regret not taking my offer seriously later.” 
 
    Silence fell after that. 
 
    For several minutes, they slowly traversed the tunnel leading to the royal treasury. After deactivating dozens of traps on the way, they finally arrived at their destination. 
 
    “We’re here,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    Using all seven keys, the Chief Royal Advisor opened the massive steel door before them. Multiple clicking sounds were heard, and the giant door creaked open, revealing a large room amply illuminated by luminous stones. 
 
    It looked more like a museum than a treasury. 
 
    As soon as they entered the room, the Chief Royal Advisor explained, “As you can see, there are only a few dozen items in this place. Coins, jewels, ingots—those are stored in the Central Bank. This place is used solely to store the national treasures of the Empire.” 
 
    There were twenty-nine items inside the room to be exact, and each of them were enclosed in a glass. 
 
    A longsword, a glaive, a buckler, daggers, twin swords, a magic staff, grimoires, and several sets of armor. There were also statues and other artifacts whose functions were unknown. 
 
    “This where the wealth of the Empire is stored,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “This is the place where items of immeasurable significance are kept over the generations. 
 
    “That longsword over there is the famed Maravirenka. One of the three swords made by the legendary blacksmith Ilgundan. 
 
    “That magic staff is the famous Magenta’s Blackspire. The staff used by the founder of the Mage Tower of the Empire.” 
 
    “And this one…” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor approached one of the armor sets. An ostentatiously grand-looking armor made entirely of gold. The intricate markings and jewels embedded on it made it look more decorative than functional. 
 
    “This is armor set left behind by Uurvesk, the Founding Emperor. Together with the glaive over there, it’s a set capable of nullifying all forms of magic within three hundred meters. Outrageous, isn’t it? As long as someone uses this, any and all mages become practically useless.” 
 
    The glass containing the armor set was also a defensive artifact. Slowly, the Chief Royal Advisor deactivated it. 
 
    “Of course, everything I’ve told you remains a myth. Or a legend, must I say? No one has been able to use them before. Even Emperor Sylvius hadn’t verified if the records passed down the royal family about the maginus were correct.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor presented the item to Lark. “King Lark, as per our agreement, you are free to take this armor set and the maginus over there. It shall be loaned to you for three years.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor didn’t forget to add the last statement. “Please take it.” 
 
    Lark stared at the gold armor. After a while, his eyes scanned the other items in the room. “Uurvesk would never wear something like that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m saying that armor was probably made by someone else. I don’t know who, but I’m certain it wasn’t Uurvesk.” 
 
    “Haha, Your Majesty knows how to joke around…” 
 
    Seeing Lark’s expression, the Chief Royal Advisor realized he was being serious. 
 
    “No, no,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “This is the armor set of the Founding Emperor. Please, just take it, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Hmm… it seems you’re not deliberately tricking me,” said Lark. “Then, is the royal family unaware? Or did Emperor Sylvius not tell you? That armor looks grand, but that’s all. Aside from being expensive, it holds no redeeming qualities. Sir Gaillart, that is nothing but ceremonial armor.” 
 
    “H-How could that be?!” 
 
    Lark pointed at ordinary-looking armor enclosed in a glass. It looked out of place, as it was only made of steel. It looked so old that the engravings on it were hardly visible, and its spaulders were riddled with scratches. 
 
    It looked so ordinary that the previous Emperors thought of removing it from the royal treasury. 
 
    “That’s probably the armor set of the Founding Emperor.” 
 
    Lark approached the armor, and the Chief Royal Advisor quickly followed behind him. 
 
    “No! You’re gravely mistaken, King Lark! Would it make sense that the Founding Emperor used something like that?!” 
 
    “Then why was something as ordinary-looking as this put in the royal treasury? Think about it, Sir Gaillart. The Founding Emperor was known for his strength. Based on what you’ve told me on our way here, the Founding Emperor was probably a battle maniac. So infatuated with fighting that he created his own personal set of equipment. Someone like that probably wore their armor even when sleeping, eating, or drinking.” 
 
    Lark pointed at the golden armor. “That armor set over there. Do you think a battle maniac like the Founding Emperor would wear that?” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor fell silent. He couldn’t refute Lark’s words, they were logical and made perfect sense. 
 
    Now that he’d thought of it, it was preposterous that the Founding Emperor would choose gold as the primary metal for his armor. Moreover, that armor over there did not have a single scratch on it, meaning it was hardly used in battle. 
 
    “The glass case, please open it.” 
 
    In the end, the Chief Royal Advisor listened to Lark. 
 
    “Yes, King Lark.” He deactivated the glass case protecting the worn-looking armor. 
 
    Lark took the armor, spaulders, vambrace, sabatons, and equipped them. The armor set looked so shabby that he resembled an ordinary knight wearing them. 
 
    Uhmm… it’s too large for you, Your Majesty. The Chief Royal Advisor was about to utter those words, but held them back after seeing the armor shrink in size after being infused with mana. They continued shrinking until they perfectly fitted Lark’s body. 
 
    Seeing this, the Chief Royal Advisor realized it was indeed no ordinary armor. He’d never heard of any equipment capable of adjusting its size to the body of its user, after all. 
 
    But how did King Lark manage to activate it so easily? 
 
    “He never changed.” Lark smiled warmly. “The pathway of mana is the same as his previous equipment.” 
 
    For some reason, he looked sentimental as he examined the armor covering his body. 
 
    “I’ll borrow the maginus, too, Sir Gaillart.” 
 
    “O-Of course.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor deactivated the glass protecting the three-meter-long glaive. Again, he wondered if Lark could use it. 
 
    “It’s heavy.” Lark grabbed the maginus and raised it up and down. “The blade, all the way to the shaft, is made of adamantite.” 
 
    The glaive looked disproportionately large compared to Lark’s body, but seeing that he was able to lift it effortlessly, there shouldn’t be a problem for now. 
 
    Still, being able to effortlessly lift it and use it were different matters entirely. 
 
    “Can you use it?” 
 
    Instead of directly answering the Chief Royal Advisor’s question, Lark activated the maginus. He willed the mana to flow in a familiar direction, activating the runes engraved on the shaft and the blade. 
 
    Seeing this, the Chief Royal Advisor was dumbfounded. Lark activated it so easily that it felt like he was meant to be its owner. 
 
    “H-How…” 
 
    “Sir Gaillart, I know you have several questions right now,” said Lark, “but we have no time.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor agreed. 
 
    Even now, people were probably dying at the hands of the flesh eaters in the capital. 
 
    “I understand.” The Chief Royal Advisor firmly nodded. “Go. Please. Save the capital.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After equipping the armor set and the maginus, Lark immediately left the imperial palace, together with Vulcan. 
 
    Flying at top speed, it took them only a few minutes to arrive at their destination. 
 
    They stopped around half a kilometer away from the coliseum. According to the reports, everyone who entered that radius had their heads blown off or cut by an invisible force. 
 
    “What a sight,” said Vulcan, amused. 
 
    From above, they saw the tens of thousands of corpses below. Most belonged to the imperial soldiers. True to the reports, the corpses were all headless. 
 
    Blood stained the streets, and the surrounding buildings were burning. Aside from the flesh eaters roaming around, there were no other living beings in sight. 
 
    This part of the capital had been practically abandoned by the Empire. The army had given up reclaiming it for now, as General Lazarus judged that forcing to push through it would lead to more damage to their side. 
 
    “Is that him? The Immortal Demon?” said Vulcan. 
 
    With their eyesight enhanced by mana to the utmost limit, they could clearly see the naked demon standing on top of the fleshy obelisk. Despite the massacre he had committed, he looked bored and apathetic. 
 
    “Kakaka! The bastard is looking at us!” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara had noticed their arrival. He stared at Lark and Vulcan from a distance. 
 
    Vulcan’s fingers twitched. During his lifetime, he’d hardly fought any noteworthy opponents. He was worshipped as a deity by the dwarves, and he was already the second strongest Fire Dragon, next only to his wife. 
 
    He felt excited by the mere thought of fighting someone strong, especially if it was the ruler of the demons. 
 
    “King Lark, I have this urge to punch that bastard in the face right now. I want to peel the flesh off his face! I know I’m supposed to take care of the obelisk, but…” 
 
    Without warning, Vulcan undid his polymorph. Quickly, his body turned into a fifty-meter large dragon. 
 
    “Wait! Stop, Vulcan!” 
 
    Vulcan roared, “It’s not every day I get to meet the ruler of the demon race, right?! And since the idiot is standing on top of the Corrupted Tower, it’s a great opportunity to kill both of them at the same time!” 
 
    From his stomach, Vulcan gathered massive amounts of mana into his mouth. Flames brighter than those engulfing the capital formed in Vulcan’s mouth. 
 
    “Try to block this, Barkuvara!” 
 
    The breath attack of Vulcan, capable of razing a large portion of the capital, shot toward the Corrupted Tower. Its target, the Demon Lord Barkuvara. 
 
    The fire torrent spun and flew toward the Demon Lord, but to Vulcan’s surprise, it vanished before it could touch its target. 
 
    No, to be precise, it had been split by an invisible force several times. 
 
    And a second later, Vulcan felt a piercing pain in his chest. “AARRGHHHH!” 
 
    Vulcan looked at his torso. He was horrified upon seeing the deep cut on his chest. The scales he was so proud of had been easily penetrated by the Demon Lord’s attack. 
 
    “What were you thinking!” 
 
    Lark moved in front of Vulcan. The Sword of Morpheus turned into a shield and blocked the blade of mana that followed the initial attack. 
 
    A loud cutting sound was heard the moment the blade of mana struck the shield. 
 
    Vulcan realized that had Lark not moved to block that second attack, his head would probably have been rolling on the ground by now. The thought sent shivers down his spine. 
 
    “W-What is that?” said Vulcan. “I can’t see or block his attacks!” 
 
    Lark continued blocking the invisible blades of mana that kept flying in their direction. Each of these attacks was capable of penetrating even the defenses of a dragon. Thankfully, they weren’t strong enough to cut through the Sword of Morpheus. 
 
    “That demon,” said Lark. “He’s not only instantly condensing the mana in the surroundings and turning them into sharp blades. He’s also manipulating them to create a temporary rift in space the moment they touch their target. It’s a given your scales wouldn’t be able to block them.” 
 
    A rift in space? 
 
    Was that possible? 
 
    Creating rifts, no matter how small, would need rituals and a lot of preparations. It was absurd that someone was capable of creating a rift in space on a whim. 
 
    For a moment, Vulcan felt the urge to run away. He’d never felt so much fear in his life. He couldn’t believe that there was an existence capable of killing dragons in a single blow. 
 
    He realized this was why King Lark was so wary of the Demon Lord. 
 
    “Luckily”— Lark blocked another attack—“that guy is a mere clone. The real one has already probably left the capital.” 
 
    “T-That’s not the real one?” 
 
    If the clone was this powerful, Vulcan could only imagine the strength of the original. 
 
    Lark sent a mental transmission to Vulcan. 
 
    ‘Move away for now. Remember our plan. You’re the mighty leader of the Ancient Fire Dragons of the Dwarven Mountain Range. You wouldn’t die for that shallow wound, right?’ 
 
    Calling it shallow would be far-fetched. The wound was so deep it had cut it the bones of Vulcan’s chest. 
 
    Still, those words were everything Vulcan needed to hear. The fear crippling his body slowly vanished as he remembered the plan they agreed beforehand. 
 
    ‘Of course. Who do you think I am? This is nothing, King Lark!’ 
 
    ‘Then, let’s proceed with the previous plan. I’ll lure that guy away from the capital. Once he’s gone, take care of the Corrupted Tower.’ 
 
    ‘Leave it to me!’ 
 
    On cue, Vulcan flew away, blood still dripping from the wound on his chest. At the same time, Lark flew closer to the Corrupted Tower. 
 
    This time, the clone of the Demon Lord Barkuvara didn’t attack him. Even the Corrupted Tower didn’t move its squirming tentacles when Lark got closer. 
 
    The two locked eyes with each other. 
 
    “Where is your main body?” said Lark. 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara’s clone said, “Strange. A human shouldn’t be able to differentiate between us. How did you know I’m merely a copy, human?” 
 
    Lark grinned. “It’s because you’re naked from head to toe.” 
 
    The clone frowned. He didn’t find the joke funny at all. 
 
    “I’m kidding, of course,” said Lark. “There’s no need to glare at me like that.” 
 
    Lark looked around him. Now that he was very close to it, he realized the Corrupted Tower was starting to reach maturity. Once it matured, it would only take several days before it gave birth to high demons. Corrupting the soil of the imperial capital, a land abundant with life and mana, probably hastened its growth. 
 
    “Honestly, I wasn’t sure when I first arrived,” said Lark. “It was only after you attacked the dragon that I realized you’re not the real body.” 
 
    “After I attacked the dragon?” said the clone. 
 
    Lark nodded. “The real Demon Lord Barkuvara would have killed that dragon with a single strike.” 
 
    The clone’s eyes glimmered with curiosity. 
 
    “You’re not wrong, human,” said the clone. “Name?” 
 
    “Lark Marcus, Regent King of the Kingdom of Lukas.” 
 
    “A king? Interesting. I wish I could give you my name,” said the clone, “but I am nothing but an insignificant copy of the Demon Lord.” 
 
    “I know,” said Lark. “But even if you’re just a copy, isn’t it boring? Staying here and guarding that ugly obelisk?” 
 
    The Corrupted Tower trembled. Its tentacles squirmed and slapped the ground several times. 
 
    “Once you fuse back with the Demon Lord Barkuvara, your ego—everything, your memories and personality—will be gone,” said Lark. 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “How about this? Let’s move away from this city and fight to our hearts’ content. It’d be a shame if you fused with the main body without experiencing what a great battle is like.” 
 
    “We can just fight in this city, human.” 
 
    Lark laughed. “We can, of course. But I would never be able to display my full abilities if I’m forced to protect everyone in this city. You wouldn’t want such a handicap during our battle, right?” 
 
    If another demon heard this, they would have simply laughed it off, asking why they should entertain Lark’s words. 
 
    But Lark knew the Immortal Demon was different. 
 
    He was a demon filled with curiosity. And he loved fighting as much as Uurvesk. Although the one before him was a clone, he shouldn’t be much different. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s clone fell silent for almost a full minute. 
 
    Eventually, he said, “Very well. I will pretend to have been tricked by you. But know this, human king. If you disappoint me in our fight…” 
 
    Several invisible blades of mana shot from the Demon Lord’s body. They went past Lark and cut the ground around them several times, leaving numerous deep fissures on the ground. 
 
    “…I will personally destroy this city after our battle.” 
 
    Lark laughed. He said confidently, “I’m sure you’ll be satisfied.” 
 
    After those words, Lark flew out of the city. The clone of the Demon Lord closely followed him. 
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    “This should be far enough.” 
 
    Lark led the Demon Lord’s clone to a vast grassland called Aldean Plains. It was three hours by cart from the capital. And since it was in the opposite direction from the nearest city, there weren’t any refugees or evacuees around. 
 
    Lark and the Demon Lord’s clone landed on the ground. 
 
    “Strange,” said the clone. “I sense no traps around.” 
 
    Lark chuckled. “You sound disappointed.” 
 
    When the Demon Lord’s clone followed Lark, he was expecting an ambush or traps. But surprisingly, this place was completely deserted, and he couldn’t sense any magic formations around. 
 
    “Before we start,” said Lark. “Allow me to express my thanks.” Lark lightly lowered his head. “Thank you for allowing this fight to happen outside the city.” 
 
    What a strange human, thought the Demon Lord’s clone. Instead of an ambush, what he received upon coming here were words of gratitude. 
 
    The clone’s gaze moved to the bracer in Lark’s arm. It piqued his interest more than the glaive Lark was holding. 
 
    “Human, let me look at your shield.” 
 
    This was one of the things the clone was curious about. It was not every day one would encounter an item capable of blocking his attack. Even the spatial rift didn’t manage to damage that equipment. 
 
    “This one?” 
 
    Lark’s bracer morphed into a buckler. Without hesitation, he tossed it to the Demon Lord Barkuvara’s clone. 
 
    “Here. Go ahead.” 
 
    The clone didn’t expect Lark to lend the shield to him. It felt as though the human knew he would definitely give it back after he was done inspecting it. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s clone touched the shield’s surface. After he was done looking at the runes engraved at its periphery, he turned it around and inspected its back. 
 
    “This shield…” 
 
    As someone who’d been born from the amalgamation of Dragon Vein—the source of all mana in this world—the Demon Lord Barkuvara could easily recognize something that used a similar mana source. 
 
    He realized that this item was created using solidified mana from the Dragon Vein, the cores of elementals, and generous amounts of adamantite. It was a piece of equipment that shouldn’t be obtainable in this age, especially after the decline of the human race. 
 
    Several questions started running through the clone’s mind as he inspected the item. 
 
    Was he gravely mistaken? 
 
    Maybe the humans didn’t stagnate after the Cataclysm? 
 
    No, that couldn’t be. His previous assessment wasn’t wrong. Even the capital of the nation that called itself an Empire didn’t have proper defensive magic formations. 
 
    Then how did this human manage to get his hands on such a precious weapon? 
 
    Based on the memories passed down to him by the main body, this item was very similar to the sword wielded by that human. 
 
    “Human king, this item… Do you know its worth?” 
 
    The Demon Lord’s clone tried infusing mana into the shield to activate it, but the equipment rejected it. He couldn’t utilize the equipment unless he knew the exact pathway of mana to unlock it. 
 
    “In the current era, this item is probably worth more than the entire imperial capital. No,” the clone corrected himself. “It’s worth way more. No amount of money can buy that item.” 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara’s clone tossed the shield back to Lark. “And that glaive, too. Based on the runes on its blade, it’s no ordinary artifact.” 
 
    Lark caught the shield and willed it to morph back into a bracer. “I know their worth, of course,” said Lark. He raised his arm, showing the bracer. “I created this thing, after all. And as for this glaive, it was made by my disciple.” 
 
    “…What?” For several seconds, the Demon Lord stood there, staring at Lark bewilderedly. 
 
    “I said I created it.” 
 
    And without warning, a blade of mana several times stronger than before flew toward Lark. 
 
    Lark grabbed the maginus, activated it, and blocked the attack. The blade of mana split into two, hitting the ground behind Lark, creating a massive fissure and sending clouds of dust flying about. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s eyes widened. 
 
    After that exchange, the clone confirmed the human wasn’t lying. The way he utilized the maginus to prevent a spatial rift from forming after the attack showed how much he knew about the glaive. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s clone could see the domain of the maginus expanding. The mana around them started moving erratically, making it hard even for him to utilize it. 
 
    The domain of the maginus stopped expanding the moment it reached around three hundred meters. All of the mana within this area had begun to move in an unpredictable manner. It was like boiling water: very small particles of mana, invisible to the human eye, kept moving around and colliding with each other, sometimes releasing energy upon contact, and sometimes dissipating completely. 
 
    Within this area, all magicians would be rendered incapable of lording over mana. Casting the most basic spells would be impossible. 
 
    The Demon Lord continued mumbling, “You… No, it can’t be… He died a long time ago… But that item…” 
 
    Lark smiled. “No, your presumptions are correct. It seems you’ve inherited most of the memories of your main body.” 
 
    By now, the sphere of the maginus’s influence had reached its limit. But for the Demon Lord Barkuvara’s clone, none of that mattered. It was more concerned about the identity of the human before him. 
 
    Lark said, “It’s been a while, Barkuvara.” 
 
    The clone’s eyes widened. And for several seconds, he was unable to speak. 
 
    “A-Alaester?” 
 
    Lark nodded happily. “Do you have the memories of the time when we fought in the Mountains of Yleanor?” 
 
    “The Frost Mountain!” The Demon Lord’s clone’s voice was a pitch higher than before. He didn’t bother concealing his glee. “The time when I gauged out one of your eyes!” 
 
    “The time when I cut off your two arms!” Lark laughed. 
 
    A fight that nearly killed both of them. But looking back on it, it had become a fond memory. 
 
    “HAHAHAHA!” The Demon Lord’s clone was so happy that he subconsciously infused his laughter with mana. “SO, IT’S REALLY YOU! ALAESTER!” 
 
    After the Demon Lord’s clone was done laughing, he carefully studied Lark’s body. 
 
    “But what happened to you? That body. Although the mana flowing through it is bigger than the puny humans protecting the capital, it’s still a far cry from the original.” 
 
    The Demon Lord looked at Lark’s face, at his clothes, his weapons. Aside from the Sword of Morpheus, everything was different from before. 
 
    He wasn’t wearing his usual set of armor. The numerous artifacts he’d created, which served both as his shields and weapons, were nowhere to be found. 
 
    “This body isn’t my own,” said Lark. 
 
    Lark proceeded to tell the Demon Lord’s clone about how he suddenly found himself in the boy’s body. He told him about the struggles he went through to make the body even slightly usable in battle, and he told him some of the things he’d learned about the current era. 
 
    Throughout the story, the clone listened attentively. 
 
    “After your death, the Descent and Cataclysm befell this realm,” said the Demon Lord’s clone. 
 
    Lark had heard about it from Chryselle, but hearing it straight from the mouth of the leader of the demon race felt different. 
 
    “We tried to take over this realm, but the Arzomos Tribe went to war with the entire demon race. After decades of battle, we lost, and I was eventually sealed in the Great Cavern.” 
 
    It was a pyrrhic victory that had cost the Arzomos Tribe nearly 90 percent of their population. Had the Arzomos Tribe not chosen to side with the humans, they would likely still be one of the most powerful forces in the Demon Realm by now. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s clone looked in the direction of the capital. 
 
    “Your pet lizard has probably started attacking the Corrupted Tower by now. That’s your plan, isn’t it? The reason you lured me this far.” 
 
    “My plan’s so easy to see through, huh?” said Lark nonchalantly. 
 
    “Alaester,” said the clone. “If I were the main body, I would probably leave you alone and give you time to grow more. But this is as far as I can go. Although I’ve inherited most of the memories of my main body, in the end, I’m still a mere clone.” 
 
    “You cannot go against the will of the main body,” said Lark. “I know.” 
 
    “The main body ordered me to protect the Corrupted Tower,” said the clone. “It’s a shame, but I have to finish this quickly.” 
 
    The Demon Lord’s clone willed the mana from his body to expand and spread to his surroundings, counteracting the interference of the maginus. 
 
    Although his ability to create spatial rifts had been sealed by the maginus, the Demon Lord’s abnormal control over mana allowed him to manipulate the mana in their surroundings. 
 
    This peerless control over mana was one of the reasons the Demon Lord Barkuvara was terrifying. 
 
    “If I die here, the memories of our encounter will flow to my main body,” said the clone. “Feel free to kill me. But don’t die. Do your best to survive, Alaester.” 
 
    They were the same words the Demon Lord said to Headmaster Ephiane. And just like before, he meant those words. 
 
    The clone’s hair glowed white. From his back, particles of mana spread out, forming a structure reminiscent of wings. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s clone raised his hands up. Quickly, despite the interference of the maginus, an impressive sword of mana formed in his hands. The sword of mana reached all the way to the sky, and it was so dense that it was visible even to a non-magician’s eye. 
 
    It was preposterous that a mere clone was capable of wielding this much mana. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s clone swiftly swung the sword down. 
 
    Lark infused mana into his armor, and blocked the attack using the maginus. 
 
    “Kuugh!” 
 
    The force behind the attack was no laughing manner. Although Lark managed to block it, he was sent flying and rolling on the ground hundreds of meters by the impact. 
 
    The sword of mana, unhindered by his glaive, struck the ground. A deafening boom echoed, and the ground trembled violently. Clouds of dust formed and reached the sky, and a massive fissure a hundred meters wide and several kilometers long formed on the ground. 
 
    If the Demon Lord’s ability wasn’t sealed by the maginus, the spatial rift created by that attack would have killed Lark in his current state. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s clone used this opening to move out of the maginus’s radius of influence. He leaped back several hundreds of meters, and skillfully used the mana in the surroundings to manipulate the earth beneath them. Two colossal hands made of hardened earth rose, each the size of a hundred carriages combined. 
 
    Lark gritted his teeth and quickly rose to his feet. Two of his fingers broke after blocking the first attack, but he quickly healed them with magic. He dashed toward the Demon Lord’s clone to close the distance, making sure its ability to create spatial rifts was sealed by the maginus. 
 
    Spears of mana flew toward Lark, and he dodged them all by twisting his body. 
 
    The gigantic earth hands rose and quickly slammed toward Lark. Their size made it impossible for Lark to evade both of them at the same time. 
 
    Tenth-tier Magic: Spiral Pierce 
 
    Tenth-tier Magic: Wind Burst 
 
    With the Sword of Morpheus as the medium, Lark cast two high-tier spells at the same time. Two spirals of wind formed above Lark and shot toward the earth hands, piercing their centers. Immediately followed by a series of wind explosions, which destroyed the earth hands completely. 
 
    The falling earth and dust formed clouds, obstructing Lark’s vision. 
 
    Inside the clouds of dust, Lark felt several projectiles shooting toward him. He sidestepped nimbly, dodging three spears of mana. The fourth, with the weakest mana signature, was concealed behind the first three attacks. It struck Lark right in the abdomen, but the armor of the Founding Emperor blocked it. 
 
    Although the attack didn’t manage to pierce through Lark’s armor, the impact sent him flying and rolling on the ground. 
 
    Lark didn’t have a chance to catch a breath. Looking up, he saw an enormous sphere of compressed mana hovering in the sky. 
 
    During that short opening, the Demon Lord’s clone had managed to gather the mana in their surroundings and compressed it. Without waiting for Lark to get up, the massive sphere of compressed mana shot toward the ground. 
 
    Lark instinctively knew that if he tried to block it, he would die. 
 
    He regretted leaving the adamantite cubes behind for Blackie to slowly recharge. If he had them with him, this fight would have been easier. 
 
    Lark cast several movement spells on himself. Lightning crackled underneath his feet and wind enveloped his body. 
 
    Three defensive layers of mana formed above Lark, blocking the sphere of compressed mana for a full second each. Like fragile glass, they broke quickly, but they bought Lark enough time to get away from the point of impact. 
 
    The sphere of compressed mana struck the ground, and an explosion far more violent than before shook the earth. The ground, the grass—everything the sphere of compressed mana touched was reduced into nothing. The explosion it created was so great it formed a deep crater spanning almost a kilometer in diameter. 
 
    “Tch.” Lark couldn’t use the maginus properly in this battle, as he was forced to evade and keep a distance between him and the clone. 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara’s voice, amplified by mana, was heard. “In your previous body, you could easily block those attacks without the use of artifacts. I’ve got to admit, I find this fight a bit disappointing, Alaester. You have become so much weaker.” 
 
    Lark smiled wryly. “You’re comparing a vessel that was modified dozens of times to this body?” 
 
    In his search for immortality back in his previous life, Evander Alaester modified his body several times. His goal back then was to create a vessel perfectly capable of synchronizing with any forms of mana. A body that would not age, while at the same time remaining human. He was so obsessed with eternal life that he even changed his bones to adamantite. 
 
    “You keep dodging and running,” said the Demon Lord disappointedly. 
 
    “I’ll die if I don’t,” said Lark. He laughed. “Do you really expect a human body to be able to take on those attacks? And besides…” 
 
    The bracer in Lark’s arm had turned into a majestic-looking staff. The five gemstones at the head of the staff glowed brightly, and from its body, mana gushed continuously out toward the sky. 
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara’s clone was not the only one who took advantage of the openings in their fight. Lark, too, used those openings to prepare his spells. 
 
    “…our fight is just starting.” 
 
    During that short opening, Lark had created two large magic formations in the sky. 
 
    “It’s my turn now.” 
 
    Lark had to admit, he was feeling excited about this fight. It was not every day he got to fight someone this powerful, moreover, someone he knew in his previous life. 
 
    Lark decided to counterattack. 
 
    The two magic formations in the sky overlapped with each other. 
 
    Unique Magic: Tempest Swarm 
 
    Innumerable palm-sized ethereal butterflies descended from the magic formation in the sky. Their glowing golden bodies and their wings crackling with lightning were clearly visible during the night. 
 
    They looked stunningly beautiful yet terrifying at the same time. 
 
    It was the same spell Lark used when he saved the Beast King from the demons’ encirclement in the United Grakas Alliance. 
 
    The tens of thousands of ethereal butterflies flew toward the Demon Lord Barkuvara’s clone. And the moment they touched his body, they exploded.  
 
    The Demon Lord Barkuvara flinched. 
 
    A single ethereal butterfly hardly did any damage to his body. But when there were hundreds of them exploding at the same time, it was an entirely different matter. 
 
    For the first time since the start of their fight, wounds started appearing on the clone’s body. His skin was torn open, and the exposed flesh became an enticing target for the ethereal butterflies flying toward him. 
 
    The clone released a torrent of mana blades around him, decimating the seemingly endless ethereal butterflies flying toward him. 
 
    The ethereal butterflies hit by the mana blades dissipated into particles of mana, while those that managed to survive latched on to his body, exploding upon contact. 
 
    The staff he was holding reverted into a bracer. Lark turned his attention to the glaive. 
 
    Let’s see. It should be possible to manipulate this thing. 
 
    Lark infused large amounts of mana into the maginus. Skillfully, he altered the shape of its radius. Instead of a circle, he turned its area of interference into a long, slender cone. At the tip of this cone was the Demon Lord’s clone. 
 
    After altering the shape of its area of interference, the effect of the maginus became concentrated and rose severalfold. 
 
    “What?” The Demon Lord Barkuvara’s clone was taken by surprise when he suddenly found it harder to gather the mana in his surroundings. He realized that the effect of the maginus had become stronger somehow. The clone could still gather and use the mana in their surroundings, but the process had become much slower and harder than before. 
 
    Unlike the main body, the clone had a clearly defined limit to the amount of mana he could store in his core. And now that the maginus’ interference had grown stronger, the clone was forced to draw mana within his body to protect himself. 
 
    To conserve energy, the mana blades he’d been releasing became fewer and weaker. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Barkuvara?” said Lark, grinning. 
 
    The clone, whose body was now riddled with injuries, grinned back. He looked so happy despite being pushed back. 
 
    “This is what I’ve been looking for, Alaester!” The Demon Lord’s clone laughed. “What a gift! I’m really glad the original gave life to me! Come! Let’s continue fighting until one of us ends up dying, Alaester!” 
 
    Another series of explosions occurred as hundreds of ethereal butterflies managed to land on the clone’s body. Shockwaves and deafening booms rippled throughout the plains. 
 
    The moment the last ethereal butterfly exploded, Lark shot toward the Demon Lord’s clone, and with his body strengthened with mana, slashed him with the maginus. 
 
    The clone’s body was in tatters as he didn’t have the time to heal himself under the maginus’s interference. Still, he managed to block the glaive with just his fingers. 
 
    Or so he thought. 
 
    Without hesitation, Lark let go of the maginus. Quickly, the bracer in his hand morphed into a sword. 
 
    Lark swiftly stabbed the Sword of Morpheus into the chest of the clone. It pierced through the torn skin, flesh, and even the bones. 
 
    “Kuuuak!” For the first time, a groan escaped the lips of the Demon Lord’s clone. “It’s… that sword again…” 
 
    Blood flowed down the clone’s face. Based on the memories the clone inherited from the main body, this exact scene had occurred back in their previous fights. The clone already knew what was going to happen next— 
 
    —and he was right. 
 
    Mercilessly, the Sword of Morpheus started sucking the mana from the clone’s body. 
 
    Similar to the Demon Lord Barkuvara, the Sword of Morpheus was created using the mana from the Dragon Vein below. Its blade had the same properties as that of the Demon Lord, and this made it possible for the Sword of Morpheus to suck the mana from his core. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s clone tried reining in his mana, preventing it from being sucked by the sword. Under normal circumstances, despite being a mere clone, this would have worked. But the maginus’s constant interference made this task near impossible. 
 
    In the end, the Sword of Morpheus sucked the mana from the Demon Lord’s clone completely, and only the mana from the core inside his body remained. 
 
    “Hey, Alaester…” The clone’s weak, mumbling voice was hardly audible. “I’m… just a copy who lived for a fleeting moment, but allow me to tell you this.” The clone’s hands fell limply and it smiled warmly. “I’m… glad you’re alive, Alaester. It’s really nice to see you again.” 
 
    After those words, the Demon Lord’s clone no longer resisted the Sword of Morpheus. Willingly, he let the sword suck the mana of his core completely. 
 
    Although he knew he was dying, the clone looked satisfied. 
 
    Until the end, until his body vanished into particles of mana, the clone didn’t move his gaze away from Lark. 
 
    The Sword of Morpheus reverted into a bracer, and Lark stabbed the maginus in the ground. 
 
    Silently, he looked in the direction of Cattlewood Plains, where the portal to the Demon Realm was located. 
 
    Lark knew the memories of the clone would reach its main body eventually. 
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
      
 
   
 VOLUME 12: EPILOGUE 
 
    It had been more than a decade since Lady Haqia ‘The All Seeing’ retired as an imperial court magician. 
 
    She was in the middle of evacuating through the southern gate when she was suddenly taken by the guards to the imperial palace. The Chief Royal Advisor had ordered for the guards to take her there. 
 
    “Your Majesty, Lady Haqia is here.” 
 
    Her legs weak from old age, Lady Haqia slowly knelt before the Emperor. “I-I greet the Sun and Moon of the Empire.” 
 
    Her shaky voice was raspy. And although she was showing reverence to the Emperor, everyone in the throne room could see she did not want to be there. 
 
    “Haqia,” said Emperor Sylvius. “It’s been what? Twelve years? I heard from Gaillart that you’ve serving as the caretaker of an inn. A waste of talent, really. But enough of that.” 
 
    The Emperor snapped his fingers, and using that as a cue, a guard placed a chest in front of the old woman. 
 
    “That’s a middle-grade mana stone. I need your vision magic, Haqia. Show everyone here what’s currently happening in the capital.” 
 
    The old woman opened the chest and looked at the middle-grade mana stone. When she retired, she’d vowed never to touch anything related to magic again. It was her way of atoning for all the lives she’d taken. 
 
    But alas, she knew she couldn’t go against the wishes of the Emperor. 
 
    “What… what does Your Majesty wish to see? I am old, and I’m afraid that my magic no longer works like before.” 
 
    “Show us the coliseum and what’s currently happening there.” 
 
    With trembling hands, Lady Haqia took the mana stone. “U-Understood.” 
 
    The former imperial court mage started casting her spell. And using the middle-grade mana stone as an additional source of mana, she started expanding her vision magic until it reached the coliseum. 
 
    “I… I will now share the images I see with everyone in this room. Please don’t resist my mana.” 
 
    Slowly, her mana permeated the throne room. It touched the Emperor’s body, the Chief Royal Advisor, the princes and princesses, the ministers, the military officials, and even the knights guarding the room. 
 
    The mana felt uncomfortable, and under normal circumstances, the Emperor wouldn’t permit it to touch his body. 
 
    “P-Please close your eyes.” 
 
    Everyone in the throne room closed their eyes, and soon, they saw the same vision Lady Haqia was seeing. 
 
    The coliseum had been utterly destroyed. 
 
    Corpses of the spectators who’d failed to escape were buried under the rubble. At the center of the coliseum was a huge fleshy tower. Its tentacles, which probably served as its roots, continuously squirmed and moved. 
 
    “King Lark isn’t there?” muttered the Chief Royal Advisor. King Lark and the demon guarding the obelisk were nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Ah… it’s the dragon!” 
 
    While everyone was confused about what was going on, especially why the area seemed abandoned, a large dragon came into view. 
 
    At the same time, Lady Haqia finally saw Lark. “Your Majesty,” said Lady Haqia. “I’ve found King Lark’s whereabouts.” 
 
    “Where? Tell me.” 
 
    “He’s currently flying toward Aldean Plains. A demon is closely following behind him.” 
 
    There was a limit to Lady Haqia’s vision magic. They were caught in a dilemma. Should they keep watching the fleshy obelisk and the dragon, or should they watch Lark and the demon? The most logical choice would be to choose the former, as it directly involved the capital. But in the end, Emperor Sylvius chose the latter. 
 
    “Follow Lark Marcus with your vision spell.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor frowned when he heard the Emperor address Lark without any honorifics. He looked nervously at Princess Luna, who still had her eyes closed. Seeing no change in her expression, he inwardly sighed in relief. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Following the Emperor’s will, Lady Haqia focused her magic on Lark and the Demon Lord’s clone. She followed the two of them as they flew toward Aldean Plains, until they landed on the ground. 
 
    “It’s becoming hazy.” 
 
    “I-I apologize, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The farther Lark and the Demon Lord’s clone went, the hazier the vision shared with them became. 
 
    Lady Haqia worried that Lark and the demon would continue flying. Had they flown a bit farther, her vision spell would no longer be able to see them. Thankfully, the two decided to land at the Aldean Plains. 
 
    “What are they doing?” mumbled one of the ministers. For some reason, the two started talking instead of immediately fighting. “Tch. I knew it! He’s in cahoots with the demons!” 
 
    Hearing the words of the minister, veins formed on the Chief Royal Advisor’s forehead. “Are you out of your mind!” 
 
    Everyone, including Emperor Sylvius, was startled when the Chief Royal Advisor suddenly shouted. His voice was filled with so much rage that even Emperor Sylvius didn’t dare poke about the matter further. 
 
    “You dare slander King Lark? How dare you! Knights! Take him away!” 
 
    “W-Wait!” 
 
    A similar scenario had occurred in the throne room recently. And now, another minister who carelessly uttered words he shouldn’t was being dragged away by the knights. 
 
    After the minister was gone, silence returned to the throne room. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor looked at Princess Luna nervously. Thankfully, it looked like she hadn’t taken offense from the minister’s words. The Chief Royal Advisor was worried what would happen if this incident reached Lark’s ears. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor closed his eyes and watched the vision being shared with them by Lady Haqia. 
 
    Soon after their brief conversation, Lark and the demon started fighting. The Demon Lord’s clone’s hair glowed white. And from his back, wings made of particles of mana grew out. Everyone in the throne room trembled when they saw the enormous sword of mana that reached the sky. And when it struck the ground and created a fissure that spanned kilometers in length, they nearly lost their minds. 
 
    That single attack could have destroyed the entire imperial palace. If that attack was aimed at them, they had no way of blocking it. 
 
    The fight didn’t stop there. 
 
    Spears of mana, massive hands made of hardened earth, compressed mana spheres that created a kilometer-large crater upon impact. Such absurdly strong spells were released by the demon, one after another. 
 
    Finally, it was Lark’s turn. 
 
    “W-What is that?!” 
 
    Everyone was mesmerized and terrified at the same time when tens of thousands of ethereal butterflies started descending from the night sky. The hazy vision spell made it hard to see them clearly, but the explosions each of the butterflies created upon touching the demon’s body were more than enough for everyone to know how powerful the spell was. 
 
    It was the first time Emperor Sylvius had seen Lark fight. And it was the first time he fully agreed that the Chief Royal Advisor had been right regarding the matter concerning the Coalition Army. 
 
    Although he would never admit it, right now, Emperor Sylvius was glad Lark had become their ally. 
 
    The ethereal butterflies that kept bombarding the demon with explosions seemed endless. And when the last one exploded, Lark dashed toward the demon and slashed him with a glaive. And when it didn’t work, his bracer turned into a sword and pierced the demon’s body. Slowly, his body turned into particles of mana. 
 
    It was a fierce fight. In the end, the human emerged victorious. 
 
    “He won,” mumbled the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    When they forced Lady Haqia to come here, they weren’t expecting much from her vision magic. But now, they realized they were lucky to have witnessed such a great battle. 
 
    Judging by how the demon created that fissure spanning kilometers in length with a single strike, and how he survived tens of thousands of explosions, he was no ordinary individual. It was definitely the demon that had killed half of the imperial soldiers in the capital. 
 
    The same demon that had been guarding the fleshy obelisk. 
 
    This demon, who seemed invincible, was defeated by King Lark on his own. The spells and battle sense he’d shown in this battle was so preposterous—they wouldn’t have believed it had they not seen it with Lady Haqia’s vision magic. 
 
    “The… the fleshy obelisk? What happened to it?” The Emperor’s voice was trembling. 
 
    “I’ll look at it right away, Your Majesty.” Lady Haqia moved her vision magic to where the coliseum was located. As this place was near, her vision spells were clearer. 
 
    “It’s dead…” mumbled Emperor Sylvius. 
 
    The obelisk had been turned into a charred corpse by the Ancient Fire Dragon. 
 
    Vulcan, who’d reverted into his human form, was now sitting on top of the burned corpse. He didn’t bother killing the flesh eaters who still roamed the imperial capital, as it wasn’t part of the job entrusted to him by Lark. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius said, “Lazarus!” 
 
    The General replied, “Your Majesty!” 
 
    “The fleshy obelisk and the demon guarding it are dead! Rally the imperial soldiers! I order you, as your Emperor, to kill all those grotesque demons roaming the city! Restore order to the capital immediately!” 
 
    “As you command!” 
 
    General Lazarus immediately left the throne room after receiving the Emperor’s decree. He gathered the surviving soldiers for a counterattack. 
 
    *** 
 
    After Lark killed the Demon Lord’s clone, he returned to the capital. Upon arriving, he found Vulcan sitting on top of the burned corpse of the Corrupted Tower. 
 
    “You didn’t burn the city,” said Lark in a surprised voice. 
 
    Vulcan smirked. “What do you take me for?” 
 
    “Agnus would have burned down the entire capital.” Lark laughed. 
 
    “Tch. That damn foolish son of mine. He still has a lot to learn when it comes to controlling his strength.” 
 
    Vulcan looked at Lark from head to foot. “You look like a mess.” 
 
    “A small price to pay for winning that battle.” 
 
    Vulcan had several questions but decided not to inquire about the battle with the Demon Lord’s clone for now. 
 
    “So, what do we do next?” said Vulcan. “I’m getting sick of this place.” 
 
    Lark looked around him. He could see the imperial soldiers subjugating the remaining flesh eaters. Now that the Corrupted Tower and the clone were dead, the imperial soldiers should be able to take care of this matter themselves. 
 
    Vulcan followed Lark’s gaze. 
 
    “Don’t help those soldiers, King Lark. Let them take care of this mess themselves. We’ve already done enough. Let them take care of the small fries.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Although it was cruel, Lark agreed with Vulcan. Helping more than necessary would be detrimental for the Empire in the long run. 
 
    “Let’s meet with Emperor Sylvius,” said Lark. 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    The two of them flew toward the imperial palace. 
 
    Unlike before, the soldiers no longer stopped them from entering. The defensive spells had been disabled, as though they were expecting the two to visit the imperial palace. 
 
    And to their surprise, the Chief Royal Advisor and Princess Luna were waiting for them at the entrance. 
 
    “Sir Gaillart?” said Lark. “Princess?” 
 
    “We’ve been expecting you, Your Majesty, King Lark,” said Princess Luna. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor said, “I’m glad to see you safe and sound. Are you here to meet the Emperor?” 
 
    Lark nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor always made sure to show the minimum courtesy to Lark, even when they first met. But this time felt somewhat different. It felt like whenever their eyes met, he could see fear and reverence. 
 
    “This way please,” said the Chief Royal Advisor. “The princess and I will be the ones to guide you.” 
 
    Princess Luna’s ears were red. “This way please, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “We have a magician who specializes in vision magic,” said the Chief Royal Advisor as they walked. “She informed us that you were coming, so we prepared a feast, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Prepared a feast? 
 
    What was he talking about? 
 
    The capital was literally still swarming with demons right now. Lark could not understand why they would prepare a feast for him now, of all times. 
 
    True to the Chief Royal Advisor’s words, instead of the throne room, they lead Lark to the banquet hall. 
 
    They look exhausted. 
 
    The servants they passed along the way looked as though they’d run several kilometers in a single breath. Lark didn’t know that they’d all been given the unreasonable order to prepare a grand feast as quickly as possible by the Emperor. 
 
    “Welcome! King Lark, welcome!” 
 
    Lark almost took a step back when he saw the Emperor approaching him with wide open arms. For a moment, he doubted if the man with ashen beard smiling at him was truly the Emperor. 
 
    “Have a seat! Have a seat!” 
 
    From a tyrant who wouldn’t hesitate to order his men to send an innocent man to the chopping block, the Emperor had turned into a benign old man. The way he smiled at Lark was reminiscent of a grandfather doting on his grandson. 
 
    “What… happened to His Majesty?” In the end, Lark couldn’t help but ask the Chief Royal Advisor. 
 
    The Chief Royal Advisor faked a cough. “What do you mean, King Lark? Haha.” 
 
    “I feel grossed out,” said Vulcan. 
 
    Lark also felt the same, but he didn’t voice his thoughts out loud. This was odd, no matter how he looked at it. 
 
    “Please sit! We’ve prepared a banquet for the leader of our Coalition Army!” The Emperor emphasized the word ‘our’ as he uttered those words. 
 
    Hesitantly, Lark sat at the table, with the Emperor sitting directly opposite him. 
 
    “We didn’t know which food you like, so we prepared everything.” 
 
    Lark realized there were more servants waiting nearby, and each of them was holding a food-filled cart. “Your Majesty, I’m not really in the mood to eat right now.” 
 
    Lark had just killed the clone of the Demon Lord Barkuvara. And although it was the right thing to do, it still left a bad aftertaste in his mouth. For some reason, it felt as though he’d killed a friend he hadn’t seen in a long time. 
 
    “Of course,” said the Emperor, nodding. He roared at the servants, “His Majesty, King Lark, isn’t in the mood for a feast! Take these awa—” 
 
    “N-No, that’s not what I meant, Your Majesty!” 
 
    The Emperor brushed his beard with his fingers. “Is that so?” He cleared his throat. “Kuhum… then, as you were. There’s no need to clear the food away.” 
 
    The servants replied, “Yes, Your Majesty!” 
 
    “You’ve come to meet me, King Lark, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    For some reason, the Emperor looked relieved whenever Lark called him ‘Your Majesty.’ It looked as though he was glad Lark was still this respectful to him, despite the power he held within the Coalition Army. 
 
    “I’ve come to report about the demon I’ve just killed outside the city.” Lark proceeded to tell the Emperor about the clone of the Demon Lord Barkuvara. The Corrupted Tower, and the other things he deemed the Emperor should know about. 
 
    When the Emperor heard that the demon Lark fought was the clone of the Demon Lord, his determination to be part of the Coalition Army solidified more. 
 
    If the clone was that powerful, how much stronger would the original be? 
 
    After the capital nearly fell overnight, and after watching the fight between Lark and the clone, something snapped within the Emperor. It was only then he truly understood what kind of predicament this continent was facing right now. 
 
    “You did well, King Lark,” said the Emperor. “On behalf of the Empire, thank you for saving not only the capital, but also the people of the Empire.” 
 
    Hearing this, the Chief Royal Advisor and Princess Luna nearly dropped the cutlery from their hands. In their entire lives, they’d never heard the Emperor speak such kind words. 
 
    The Emperor cleared his throat again. “Kuhum. King Lark, I know we’re already part of the Coalition Army, but”—the Emperor snapped his fingers, and a butler came and respectfully handed Lark an ink and a parchment—“would it be alright for us to document it? I would like our alliance to be written in black and white.” 
 
    Hearing this, everyone understood what was happening. Emperor Sylvius had finally decided to fully submit to Lark Marcus. 
 
    Lark smiled. “Of course, Your Majesty. I’d love to do that.” 
 
    After several more discussions, it was decided that they would write a contract here at the banquet hall. 
 
    Emperor Sylvius looked pleased when Lark handed him the contract. Without hesitation, he stamped the Emperor’s seal on it, making it official. 
 
    “As part of the Coalition Army,” said the Emperor, “the Great Empire shall do it’s best to assist the coalition. You have my word, King Lark. We will not spare anything to help with your endeavors.” 
 
    “I’m grateful, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The Emperor looked at Princess Luna, then at Lark. 
 
    After reading the blotches of ink that had formed on top of the Emperor’s head, Princess Luna’s face flushed. 
 
    “King Lark, I’m not well-versed with the laws in the Kingdom of Lukas,” said the Emperor. “But I’m pretty sure that polygamy is allowed in the royal family in your kingdom.” 
 
    “Yes?” Lark looked quizzically at the Emperor. 
 
    Princess Luna put both of her hands on her face, unable to face Lark any longer. She already knew what her father was going to say. 
 
    “What I mean is, Luna here would be a good addition to your harem. Take her as your concubine. No, even as a mistress is fine.” 
 
    Lark said awkwardly, “I’m not married yet, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The Emperor replied shamelessly, “Does that matter? Take her once you’re ready. A familial bond would be better than this contract, no? And I’m sure Luna would like it, too.” 
 
    Princess Luna’s face turned redder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    AFTERWORD 
 
      
 
    I’ll keep the afterword short this time. As always, thank you for supporting my work until now. It means a lot to me. Really.  
 
    For advanced chapters, you can find them on my Patreon page:  https://www.patreon.com/Crazyblackchili     
 
    If you like my work, please leave a review on Amazon. It helps with the algorithm and allows me to continue writing the novel.  
 
    Again, thank you.   (〃￣ω￣〃)ゞ 
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