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“Luna! Hurry up and set up his majesty’s bed!”

“Right away, head maid!”

It was a new month, and the servants in the outer court got busy. While his majesty was absent, the outer court servants were free from their chores. However, his majesty will be back today, hence why the maids were quickly completing their chores. Their heads might roll if he were to be unhappy after all.

Although the sun had just come up, Luna wore a bright smile on her face as she quickly carried the bed-sheets back and forth from the head maid. Her long elf ears under her head-cloth were what gave her, her sense of direction and told her where people were. She went up to the fourth floor and entered his majesty’s bedroom. Nobody had been to his room for a month, so even though they had just cleaned and had the windows open, the murky smell still lingered. A fragrance was slowly burning in the brazier by the side. Luna placed the things to one side and neatly set up his majesty’s bed.

The head maid stood outside the door and watched Luna do his bed. The young black and white maid’s beautiful body revealed itself through her uniform. Elves had more voluptuous bodies than humans and Luna’s body was feminine in every way. Plus, the bright smile she had on her face right now made her look bright like the sun.

Luna is very serious about her work and has a great personality, so everyone likes her even though she’s an elf. But most importantly, she was his majesty’s close servant, someone who could touch his body, therefore, even the head maid had to show her some respect. Moreover, she was the only one who could enter and leave his majesty’s bedroom. That was why the head maid could only stand at the door and watch her.

But isn’t Luna a bit too excited today? The head maid looked at Luna with concern. Luna has been energetically cleaning and tidying the outer court since last night. She’s been more energetic than anyone. As a matter of fact, she didn’t even get proper sleep last night. Would that impact her ability to look after his majesty today?

The head maid looked at Luna and asked: “Luna, do you want a rest?”

“Ah, no I am fine. Thank you for asking, head maid.”

Luna turned her head around, revealed a cheerful smile and said: “His majesty is on his way back, so I must clean and tidy. Would it not be bad if his majesty did not have anywhere to sleep when he comes home?”

“Alright. But remember not to tire yourself out too much. We do not have any spare workers to look after you today~.”

“Uhm, thank you, head maid!”

Luna lifted up her hair which revealed itself from her head cloth. She gazed outside the window in the direction his highness would be coming from with her eyes full of hope and anticipation…….

Nier looked at herself in the mirror, adjusted her collar and sword, and then took in a deep breath. She then picked up her cape by the side, wore it on and walked out of the room. Alice stood at the door and watched her. She giggled and said: “Another arduous month, huh, Nier?”

“Yeah. Another arduous month.”

Nier nodded and then walked to the stables. The empress assigned her to bodyguard the prince this month as well. Usually, no one in particular guards the prince for a long time to avoid them becoming lax, but it seemed that the empress was fine with letting Nier guard the prince. Therefore, it was another arduous month from Nier’s perspective.

Of course, it’s not considered arduous for Nier and co. to guard someone, but guarding someone they didn’t like most certainly was the most arduous task.

Alice watched Nier walk to the stables and giggled a little. Alice didn’t realise that Nier was walking faster than usual.

Perhaps it wouldn’t be so arduous this month.

“Castell! Castell! What do I do?! What do I do?! What do I do if my son doesn’t like it?! Ah…… How shall I gift him this?! I… I… What should I say…? Sh-Shall I wear it on for him?!”

The empress was still holding onto the scarf that she treated like a holy object from yesterday as she stuttered and looked at Castell before her. Castell smiled helplessly as he looked at the empress. He bowed slightly and said: “It will be fine if you just hand it to his majesty as you would normally. I think his majesty will certainly be most happy, after all, it is a scarf his mom personally made for him. How would a son not like that?”

“But… but… it looks bad…… I’m terrible at making these things…… There’s no way he’ll like it, right…? I think I should weave him a better one.” The empress looked at the simple red scarf in her hand and lost confidence.

Castell shook his head. The scarf was indeed simple, and not very good looking. It was like a red piece of cloth thrown around one’s neck. However, if she were to give that scarf to any of the Valkyries, they would probably die of happiness. Of course, that applied to himself as well. The most important part was not the quality of the scarf, but the meaning behind it.

“I believe that his majesty will definitely like it because this was personally woven by you, your majesty. This is your love for his majesty. His majesty will not reject it.”

“Is that right…? Is that how it is…? Uhm….. Uhm…… I must personally help him wear it on! Uhm…… I personally wove him a scarf. I’ll bet that woman hasn’t woven for him before!”

After hearing what Castell said, she mustered up her courage once again. She gripped the scarf in her hand tightly and awaited her son’s return. Nier had already left to go and receive him. If she were to personally leave the palace, it would cause an uproar, so it was better to wait for her son to return. Further, she was a little embarrassed to help him wear on his scarf in front of a crowd, since his mother, who was more like a young girl falling in love for the first time was unsettled.

After leaving the forest, I suddenly felt the difference in temperature between the elven and human lands. The stone paths here in humanity’s lands have already started to freeze, and I could see mist when I breathed. I wrapped my cape around me tightly and did my best to keep my body covered in it as best as I could, allowing just my hands to hold the reins.

Is it late autumn already? I don’t notice the change in the four seasons in the elven lands at all.

I left the gun I gifted Lucia in the elven lands so I don’t have anything on me right now other than the holy elven spring water for the empress, and the elven commander sabre for Nier. Oh, and I have a small head cloth for Luna.

I reckon that elven goods from the elven lands will have a lot of meaning for Luna since she hasn’t returned home in a long time. Her home already feels like something distant to her.

My horse slowly trotted on the path. In front of me was the human royal capital. I haven’t been back for a month, yet it’s still as glorious as before. The fields by the roadside had been harvested, with only black land and tracks in between the rows. The most boring season for humanity, winter had arrived. The hawker stalls by the side of the road selling grilled meats had disappeared, and been replaced with hawkers with cooking stoves and broths. The people also wore thick clothes and stood close together to bargain. I could see the mist from their breaths interact.

The guards on horseback wore thick cloaks as they patrolled the roads. I rode atop my horse across the crowd of people and to the city gate. I looked at the grand gate and smiled.

Over in that direction was an individual who stood like a long sword stuck in the ground. She stood there and covered herself with her thick cape. Her green eyes looked over towards me. She looked back at me as I looked at her. She then walked up to my horse, brushed her cape aside and went down on one knee to salute me. In a loud voice, she said: “I, Nier Gilliante, welcome your majesty home!!”

I raised my head, smiled and said: “Thank you, Nier.”

That’s right. I’m home… I’m home, once again……

Right this moment……

A melodious song rang out in the church. The male and female believers dressed in white stood below the tall statue of god and sang good wishes to the gods. Their melodious and blissful voice twirled like that of a white holy pigeon, carrying the wishes and thoughts of the people to the land of the gods.

The statue of god revealed a happy smile and looked down at the people below.

“Bishop, we have already spent…… after that matter….. it’s become more and more scarce…… Further… while we didn’t leave any proof, his majesty has returned… He will definitely investigate the matter thoroughly…..”

“Is that right…?”

The bishop stood up and looked out the window in the direction his majesty was returning from, and muttered under his breath again, “You’re back, huh, your majesty……”
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Nier mounted her horse and rode by my side, looking forwards without saying anything. Sigh… I thought she’d show me she that she missed me a little or something upon my return, but instead, she hasn’t said a word. After politely greeting me, she’s worn a poker face and ignored me. Doesn’t she feel anything after the heroine saves the hero event…?

I smiled and said to Nier who was by my side: “Nier, you haven’t changed at all in the one month I haven’t seen you.”

Nier turned her head to look at my eyes and without any facial expression said: “Yes. But you have changed.”

I paused. I looked at Nier and out of puzzlement asked: “I’ve changed?”

“Yes.” Nier looked at me and nodded. She then turned back to face the front and calmly said: “I do not know what you experienced with the elves, but I can tell that your gaze has changed. You have lost a fair bit of that useless gentleness “

I paused for a moment and then touched my eyes. Puzzled, I asked: “You can tell?”

“Yes. You can see if someone has resolutely resolved to do something from their gaze.” Nier nodded and then said, “I do not know what you want to do, but as long as there is something that you want to do, I will not hate you.”

“I thought our relationship had improved quite a bit after what happened previously……”

“Please do not think like that. My opinion of you has not changed much after what happened last time. I do not have any intent of improving my relationship with you. Please don’t misunderstand.”

Nier swiftly cut me off. I smiled helplessly. It looks like Nier hasn’t changed at all. But it seems that Nier no longer feels hostile towards me. Yeah, I did quite a bit that one month, so Nier’s opinion of me has improved a fair bit. It’s much better than her hateful gaze she had for me at first.

The two of us rode our horses into the palace. When we dismounted, servants came over to take the reins. Nier, standing next to me said: “Your majesty, please head to the inner court and greet her majesty now. Or did you want to go to the outer court to get changed first? I think that your current attire isn’t appropriate for seeing her majesty.”

“I think I’ll go and see her majesty now. I don’t think these clothes are bad.”

To ensure that I was clean for today, I took a hot bath in the inn I stayed at last night and changed my clothes, so I think I should be alright.

Nier pointed to the coat of arms on my cape, frowned and said: “That’s the elves’ coat of arms. You are currently wearing elven attire. I do not think her majesty would want to see you in elven attire.”

I nodded, looked at Nier and asked: “Ah…… True. I’ll go to the outer court and change first then. Oh, right, is Luna here?”

Nier stood still for a moment. She then shook her head and replied: “I don’t know. Luna is at the outer court while I stay at the campsite, so we don’t see each other.”

“Really? …… I thought you two were friends……”

“Why do you think that I want friends so desperately?” Nier continued in a frustrated tone, “I am a Valkyrie. I belong to her majesty, so I don’t need friends or whatever, nor do I want to have positive feelings for someone. My sword will not slow down due to emotions.”

“…… Nier, you really haven’t changed at all, huh……?”

“I haven’t.”

I smiled helplessly as I looked at Nier. Nier was alone, but she had her hand pressed on her sword handle proud as she stood before me and casually nodded. Nier has always been insistent about everything to do with her. She was proud and resolute. While I can’t understand her thinking from my perspective, that’s Nier’s everything. It’s what she believes to be correct and her belief.

I have no right to question somebody with a firm conviction. She shone with brilliance to me. Perhaps it was because she possessed the determination beyond what a normal person has. She said that she could tell if a person had a resolve or not. I seem to understand that a little when I see her.

I slowly walked to the outer court. As soon as I pushed the door open, voices from inside called out in unison all of a sudden: “Welcome home, your majesty!”

I got a fright. I smiled helplessly as I looked at the maids lined up neatly and said: “Thank you. Thank you for everything… but… were there always so many maids? It’s the first time I’ve seen you all……”

“There were not so many last month. However, her majesty ordered us to increase our staff numbers.” An elderly maid looked at me, elegantly saluted me and said: “Your highness, it is the first time we are meeting. Previously, there were very few servants here at the outer court. We have increased the number of servants, and we will be in charge of taking care of your daily living needs. I am the head maid. If you have any requests, please do not hesitate to speak.”

“Ah, thank you….. But I don’t think I need so many people here to help just me alone. We should just continue as we did before with Luna looking after me.”

I scanned the maids. Luna is relatively easy to recognise, but I couldn’t spot her right away since all the maids had black and white uniforms with their hair and ears covered with a head cloth. That said, I quickly noticed a small head at the back of the line smiling at me.

The head maid looked at me and said: “Your majesty, if there is only Luna, Luna will have too many tasks to handle alone. In the future, Luna will only take care of your daily needs, while we shall handle the rest.”

“Alright, thank you for your hard work.”

“It is our duty.”

The head maid bowed deeply and then waved her hands. Following her wave, the maids all bowed deeply too before leaving. I guess she’s right. Previously, it was cold and empty in the outer court. There were only a few servants. There were enough of them to look after me, but there was no one to clean and manage the other rooms. There should be enough people to clean the other rooms now too, right? Moreover, it’ll be easier to see guests; otherwise they’d need Luna to help in the kitchen too.

The maids all went off to carry out their duties leaving only Luna standing before me with her bright smile. She looked at me and bowed deeply. She then smiled and said: “Welcome home, your majesty.”

“Uhm, I’m back, Luna.”

I walked up to Luna and she looked at me with a smile. She then looked left and right before opening her arms and saying: “Your majesty, can I hug you for a bit? I… really missed you……”

“Alright.”

I smiled and nodded. I then hugged the beautiful body standing before me, and Luna responded with a smile and a hug. But there was no sexual lust behind this hug. It was purely a hug of friendship and comfort. We gently embraced and felt the warmth of each other.

It was a very short embrace as we immediately released each other. Luna blushed a little. She adjusted her hair and then said: “I shall take you back to your room then. Your majesty, you must be tired from your journey.”

“I’m alright. I’m used to it.”

“Is that right? Are the elven lands… the same as before?”

“I’m not too sure what you mean by how it was before.”

“Is that so….? Well, that is only right……”

Luna let out a soft sight and then seemed to realise something. She immediately turned her head around, smiled as she waved her hand in front of her and said: “No, no, no. Please do not mind me, your majesty. I honestly do not want to go back. I am a bit happier here than I am there.”

“I don’t mind, but I’ve brought you a present.”

I pushed the door to my room open. My room hadn’t changed at all. Wood was in the fire. I could hear the flickering of the flames in my room. The warm air brought life to my somewhat cold limbs. My clothes were neatly arranged on my bed. Luna stood behind me. She reacted surprised and asked: “My present?”

“Yeah, wait a second……”

I placed my backpack aside, removed the commander sabre for Nier from my belt and then took out a simple head cloth from my pouch I always carry with me. This was the most common head cloth in the elven markets. I saw Lucia wear it before, so I bought a similar one.

“This is……”

Luna looked at the head cloth before her slightly shocked. She looked at me with disbelief. I smiled and said: “I couldn’t find anything from the elven kingdom to bring back for you, so I bought this. I know that you may not be able to return to the elven kingdom, but nobody can forget their homeland. I think that this hairpin will help you feel like your homeland isn’t a strange unknown place when you think of your home.”

Luna looked at me blankly. Her green eyes slowly started to tear up and then tears started to run down her face. However, she wore a blissful and nostalgic smile on her face. She grabbed the head cloth tightly and held it against her chest as though she was protecting her most cherished treasure.

“Thank you… your majesty……”

“You don’t have to thank me.”
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After getting changed, I walked out of the outer court with the holy water of the elves in hand as I headed to the inner court. I honestly don’t know why the queen always gives me a bottle of holy water to give to mom every time I come here. Does the holy water of the elves work for humans? I thought about how mom looked. Mom should be almost forty now, but her skin and appearance is like that of a twenty year old young girl. Could it be because of this holy water? I’d be impressed if she would dare use the water the queen gave her. I mean, they aren’t exactly compatible with each other.

The Valkyries standing at the door saw me but didn’t stop me. The empress told them to let me freely come and go from the inner court last time, but I guess the ruckus I caused last time has caused them to dislike me even more. I stepped up onto the steps and Nier just happened to come out from the inner court. She saw me and scanned me from head to toe. She then nodded and said: “This way, your majesty.”

I followed Nier into the inner court. Nier saw the bottle hand in my hands and asked: “Is this the present from the elves?”

“That’s right.”

I nodded and then handed the bottle to Nier. Nier frowned as she looked at it. She returned it to me and said: “I cannot see any problems with it.”

I looked at Nier and said: “I prepared a present for you too, Nier. When we get back, I’ll give it to you.”

“I don’t need a present, so there is no need for you to bother.”

Nier rejected me and coldly continued, “I cannot accept a gift from another. Please don’t do something that could cause me to misunderstand. The armour you previously gave me was a great present, and I am thankful for it. However, lavishing me with rewards will cause the Valkyries to question my loyalty.”

“That doesn’t matter. It’s just a simple present. I think you’ll like it. I brought an elven scimitar. It’s crafted beautifully.”

“Please forgive me, but I cannot accept it. Your majesty, are you not aware of what it means to gift someone a blade?” Nier sounded slightly angry. Her anger showed on her face. She stopped in her tracks, looked at me, took a deep breath and spoke as calmly as she could, “My current sword was given to me by her majesty. Accepting a sword indicates loyalty. I am a Valkyrie, and I devote my loyalty to the empress, so how can I accept your blade? Further, it was made by elves. My parents died to the weapons crafted by elves. Are you insulting me or ridiculing me?”

I had nothing to say. I honestly overlooked that. I forgot that Nier’s parents died in the war ten years ago and that Nier hated elves with every fibre of her being. Nier wouldn’t accept something from elves. I only thought about getting Nier a present and forgot about that.

“I’m very sorry!”

I bowed and said, “I’m sincerely sorry, Nier, I overlooked that. I didn’t intend to insult you or ridicule you. I honestly just overlooked it. For that, I sincerely apologise.”

Nier’s anger on her face slowly disappeared when she saw me bow. She adjusted her expression and reverted back to her emotionless look. She then took a big step towards the door in front and said: “Your majesty, you need not be like that. Even if you were to actually insult me, it wouldn’t mean anything. I only care about her majesty’s judgement. Please do not think that I am trying to build a friendly relationship with you. I am just your bodyguard for a month. Now, please go and see her majesty.”

Nier then pushed the door open. To be honest, my feelings felt a little tangled. Nier was right. We only have a monthly relationship, with her being responsible for protecting me for that one month. Her post is with the Valkyries, that won’t change. Indeed, I have no need to improve my relationship with her.

But I really want to build a good relationship with Nier here in humanity’s land. Luna and I have a good relationship, but Luna is an elf too. I want a human friend, and Nier was the first person I interacted with; it just so happens to be that she’s a Valkyrie.

I walked into mom’s room. Mom sat on the bed. When she saw me enter, she hurriedly hid something in her hands behind her. With my elven senses, I noticed it resembled some sort of red ball or bundle, but I didn’t get a clear look of what it was.

What’s mom trying to do this time?!

My warning sirens immediately went into the highest level of alert. Normally speaking, red is a colour which makes one feel uneasy because it carries a very stimulating implication. While I trust that mom won’t hurt me, the empress is an idiotic mother! She might’ve heard some rumour and then invented a new dish or something. I would believe she’d do that if it’s her.

“Ah, son, you’re back. I’m glad, very glad. Come, let mommy hug you.”

Mom faced me and cheerfully opened her arms. I walked over  and mom hugged me tightly. Compared to the queen, mom’s hug was unmistakably excessively tight. It wasn’t a gentle hug at all. A better description would be that she yanked me into her embrace and squeezed me. Well, I guess that’s a perk of having a generous bosom. If she were flat, I’d probably have a concussion.

Mom on the other hand hugged me very happily. She stroked me head, smiled and said: “Son…… My son has finally returned. I missed you. I felt lonely every day you weren’t here. It’s great to have you back. So great. Mommy is so happy, so, so happy, hehe. Son…… If you lack anything, just tell me. Like say…… if your clothes aren’t warm enough……”

I’m alright, I think. All else aside, this thick cape is very warm and with my leather clothing inside, I don’t feel cold. But I noticed that mom’s gaze was full of anticipation. It looked like she was hoping I wouldn’t say “not cold”. I smiled helplessly and said: “I’m sort of cold……”

Before I could finish, mom happily exclaimed: “That’s great!! Mommy made you a scarf. Son, see if you like it.”

Her shout scared me, freezing me in place. Mom excitedly took out the red thing from behind her back. Ahh, so it was a scarf. Mom pulled me over in front of her and wrapped the scarf around my neck without saying anything prior…… Wait!! There’s something wrong with the way you’re putting it on! Are you trying to strangle me?! Stop!! Stop!! I’m going to get strangled to death!!

Mom wrapped the red scarf tightly around my neck as if she were scared I was going to run away. She tightened it so much I almost suffocated. I desperately escaped from her grasp and yanked it off my neck as I panted for oxygen.

Mommy anxiously helped me up and pulled me into her embrace before whispering: “Ah…… Sorry, son… Sorry…… Mommy got a bit too excited…… Mommy… mommy was worried you wouldn’t like it since… since the scarf doesn’t look good……”

I noticed that mom’s body was shaking nervously. I looked at the scarf in my hand, and indeed, it should be called a red piece of cloth as opposed to a scarf. It didn’t have any decorations on it. In a corner, there were the initials for my name and mom’s name, sewn on crookedly.

I noticed that mom had wounds that had yet to heal on her fingers. The wounds were prick wounds from needles.

I don’t know how much of mom’s blood was on the red piece of cloth. While the scarf admittedly didn’t look good, it was a scarf mom sewed for me. It’s a one and only.

It was a scarf filled with a silly mom’s love.

“Thank you mom, I really like it. I truly really like it.”

I slowly wrapped the scarf around my neck in front of mom.

After that, this scarf never left my neck in winter……
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“Welcome home, your majesty.” Castell raised his cup of wine, smiled and added, “To her majesty.”

“To her majesty.”

The two of us drank the wine in our cups and a maid walked over to refill our cups. Castell picked up his fork and knife, looked at the steak and thing that looked like mashed potatoes before him and said: “Your majesty, I was the first to be invited to dinner by you upon your return which is basically the equivalent of setting an omen into motion. However, you need not be so concerned about me, your majesty. By the time you ascend the throne, I will no longer be of much use.”

“No, I think otherwise.”

I looked at Castell and pushed a small box placed on the table over to him. Castell paused before taking the box. He looked at it and said: “Is this not a commonly seen wooden box? Your majesty, I thought you had something to give me. It looks like I read too much into it.”

“No, look at the letters on the back of the box.”

I placed my fork and knife down and said: “Help me investigate this trading company. Find out for me who’s in charge of it and where he is at, as well as anybody else connected to the company.”

This is Mera’s box. The humans burnt everything when they fled. The imperial guards couldn’t find anything worthy investigating. The group of people had no backgrounds or identities like phantoms. However, they didn’t destroy Mera’s things. This is the thing I found which I thought would be most worth following up on.

I don’t really want to disturb mom. Mom actually already knows and killed a big group of people. I don’t know if these people are connected. She just killed a group of mercenaries who’d been buying guns recently. I don’t think they’re connected.

I don’t think that humans who want to assassinate me in elven lands would ever buy rifles on the market, but instead manufacture them themselves. Therefore, this company should be a firearms company. Then I need to investigate the person in charge.

Castell flipped the box over. He looked at the letters on it and frowned slightly. He thought about it seriously. I didn’t rush him. I just quietly watched him.

“This must be about the assassination attempt on you, correct?”

Castell placed the box back down a second after. He then let out a breath of air, smiled helplessly and said: “Your majesty, if that is the case, I suggest you do not investigate the matter. They want to assassinate you and you intend to offer yourself up right to them? That is not rational, I feel……”

“Get back to my question, Castell.” I repeated myself and cut off Castell’s lecture. I’m feeling very annoyed right now. I want to know who caused the death of my Mera. I wanted to know who plotted the assassination. If I can find out who was behind it, I’ll pierce his heart with no mercy.

I looked at Nier standing erect by the door like a Jing Song tree, and said: “I have Nier here, so my safety is guaranteed. I want to know who was behind it.”

Castell sighed and said: “Your majesty, I do know that company. However, it would be pointless for me to tell you because that company has already closed down. They did not trade weapons but sea-goods. That said……. It is not as if they do not have a reason to want to assassinate you…….”

I looked at Castell. Puzzled, I asked:  “Why?”

“Because you brought Castor under the banner of the empire.” Castell looked at me with a smile, waved his hand and continued, “Because of the high tax fees in the past, several sea-goods were monopolised by several companies. Others who wanted to do business didn’t have capital or resources either. However, now that you have brought Castor under the jurisdiction of the empire, with no taxes for sea-goods, the market is no longer balanced. The companies that had a monopoly on sea-goods can’t sell their goods all of a sudden due to the price hike. That is probably why the company closed down. I think sea-good businesses and Castor businesses hate you for that. Hence, they would want to assassinate you in the elven nation.”

I looked at Castell. I choked. What he said makes sense. If that was the reason I do believe that they would spend money to hire mercenaries to assassinate me. But are they really just normal merchants? They were able to threaten the dark elves. Or am I underestimating the power of merchants.

“So you mean that the assassination was purely out of their personal hatred for me and it’ll be fine now since they failed? If that’s the case, I want to completely destroy them so they have no second chance. I don’t care if they’ve closed down; I still want to find the person responsible!”

“I did not say that.”

Here we go, Castell and his unique tell-half-the-story answers.

Castell looked at me with a smile and said: “Your majesty, I only said it was a possibility, I did not say it was certain. If the company just closed down like that, I think it would be the aforementioned reason. However, while the company has closed down, it is now a shell that the church bought out and conducts trades. But they trade statues.”

“Trade statues?”

“That is right. The church bought the place up. Every statue in churches need to get blessed by the church in the imperial capital before they can be used, the church first purchases statues to the capital and then sends it off to different regions. They have both small and large statues. However, because Castor’s sculpting quality is relatively high, right now, Castor is importing……”

I lost my patience. All this stuff you’re telling me is meaningless. I just want to know who the one that got my Mera killed was, and who else was involved.

“So you’re saying the church has a part in it?”

I looked at Castell. I shook my head with frustration and said, “There’s no personal enmity between the church and I, or rather I don’t have anything to do with the members of the church.”

“Neither do I.”

Castell shook his head again. He then cut the large piece of beef up into smaller pieces and said, “It’s just that if there is something going on behind the scenes in the church, many people will be involved. Your majesty, the number of people connected to the church exceeds your imagination. Right now, the person with the power to advocate religions is not her majesty, but the pope. Her majesty and the pope stay out of each other’s way, with each keeping the other in check, and both need the other. In other words, once the church gets involved in the matter, you will no longer have the empress’s protection, and you will be on the case alone.”

Castell looked at me with a mocking look. He shrugged hopelessly and looked at me without saying anything. He probably thought I was going to give up since this world was far too dangerous for me without the protection of the empress.

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll go alone if I have to. It doesn’t matter if it’s the church. I’m going to investigate the case. I must find out exactly who was behind it. They owe me a blood debt, and I want those who owe it to pay with their own blood.”

Castell raised his head and looked at me with more surprise than ever. I looked back at him. I don’t know what my gaze looked like,, but according to what Castell told me afterwards, I looked vicious like a wolf that was about to bite into its prey.

Castell picked up the napkin by the side and wiped his hands. He searched for the words, then shook his head and said: “Your majesty, I cannot reveal anymore as that would be bad for your safety. You have already gone through an assassination; do you still not understand how much danger you are in? I will not let you fall into danger. Your majesty, please remember well, a moment of anger is useless. If I let you get into danger, I would have let her majesty down. Therefore, I will not give you any more information. Further, I hope that you will not continue to investigate the matter.”

“What about my safety then?! They made an attempt on my life once, so there will be a second attempt!”

Castell looked at I who was enraged. He smiled and said: “Let her majesty resolve the matter. You do not need to get involved. I am saying this sincerely out of consideration for your safety.”

I looked at Castell. Castell’s expression didn’t change. However, it was the first time he seriously rejected me. Perhaps the church was as dangerous as he said.

I looked at the small box before me and took in a deep breath. I then stood up, grabbed my cape and walked out of the dining hall.

“Your majesty!”

Nier called out to me from behind but I completely ignored her and continued to walk straight out of the outer court.

Since you’re not willing to help me, I’ll rely on myself investigate it!

I will not let Mera’s death be in vain just for the sake of keeping myself safe!! I will definitely, definitely, definitely give Mera the justice she deserves. This is my resolve, and my justice!

Glossary

Jing Song is a type of tree that’s tall and straight.
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I walked on the street with my head down causing me to bump someone aside. I didn’t know where I was headed or if there was any point in coming out here on my own. I was just furious, very furious. A fit of anger is meaningless.

I know.

I understand that.

But I don’t have anything other than my rage right now. Rage is a meaningless thing to Castell, but it’s the only thing I possess, even though it’s absolutely meaningless. It won’t let me have my revenge, but it reminds me that Mera once lived and gives me the courage to stand before any man.

I’m not going to let Mera’s death be in vain. When I left, Mera watched me leave from behind. You want me to give up just because I could be in danger? How am I going to look her in the eye when I return if I just give up?

But who else can I ask to help me here? I don’t have anyone who’s loyal to me here. The freezing winds blew on my face, freezing my skin as I walked down the road. Nobody will stop for me. I’m alone here in humanity’s lands, just as Castell mentioned. Without the empress’s protection, I’m nobody here.

Castell’s loyalty is devoted to the empress, and so is Nier’s. The only one who can stand by my side is Luna, but she can’t help me.

I stopped in my tracks. A huge helpless and lonely feeling hit me hard, blurring my vision. I rubbed my nose. I don’t know if my nose was irritated by the cold winds outside or the hopelessness I felt in my heart. Everybody around wrapped their overcoats around themselves tightly and left like birds returning home to their respective nests. I was left standing alone in the middle of the road like a spirit that didn’t belong in this world. Nobody paid attention to me, nor did anybody care about me. I just stood there, watching them hurrying along.

I rubbed my eyes to restore my vision and took in a big breath as I quivered and looked at the tall tower in the distance. The large clock’s bronze colour glimmered below the flare. The majestic aura of the huge church echoed with the palace as if it represented the location of the leader of the spirit of the citizens. The angel with two wings on the tower looked down at the people, is if it were fondly overlooking its citizens.

The elves have never acknowledged humans as the citizens of god. They don’t even possess mana yet they pray for the blessings of god. It’s a joke to the elves. The elves worship god because god can bestow them with miracles. God can bestow them with mana, but what about humans?

Humans have never received the blessings of god, yet they consider themselves the citizens of god. Humans really will do anything to put themselves at ease.

What a joke. They believe in god, yet don’t understand god’s will.

“Your majesty.”

A voice suddenly called out from behind. I turned my head around and saw Nier’s blank expression.

Nier looked at me calmly like she came to ask me to come home for dinner. She calmly said: “It’s getting dark. It’s dangerous for you to act alone. If you need to go out for something, please notify me.”

I looked blankly at Nier’s unmoving expression and took in a deep breath. I then decadently sat down on a chair by the side, let out a long sigh and said: “I thought you were here to call me back.”

“I am but just a bodyguard. I don’t care where you go. I only care about your safety.”

Nier stood before me with her hand placed on her sword handle. Her white cape shifted slightly as the wind blew. Under the fires lighting up the road, her emerald eyes reflected the flames, but they could not cover her lifeless eyes. The flames were destined to only burn outside. How can I get Nier’s flame to light up for me?

“Nier…… I want to hear your opinion on the matter…… I……. I…….”

“My opinion is to leave it to her majesty to handle.” Nier looked at me and continued in a composed tone, “I don’t know what’s happening with the church, nor do I understand the power balance. However, I believe you to be the most powerless existence in the palace. Without her majesty’s support, it is impossible for you to do anything.”

I smiled helplessly and then rested my chin in my hands, keeping silent for a long time.

Mera was right. Both power and determination are necessary. When I killed her, I had both determination and a sword, so I could hold her corpse. But I only have meaningless rage right now. I wanted to get to the bottom of the matter, but I couldn’t even enter the church.

“What if I still want to investigate it?”

“Then I shall investigate it with you.”

Nier looked as calm as usual.

I placed my hands supporting my face down, looked at Nier and said: “You might die.”

“I already told you, I don’t care where you want to go, protecting you is my duty. If you are in danger, I will definitely protect you. If you die, I will have failed in my duty, and I shall commit suicide to apologise.” Nier looked at me casually and continued, “That is but just a suggestion. If you insist on continuing forward, I shall follow you. Or rather, I admire your courage. While courage cannot solve problems, not everybody can be courageous.  One who is courageous would be more admirable even if he were to perish.”

I looked at Nier. Her expression didn’t change. However, I could feel that Nier’s attitude towards me had eased up a lot. Perhaps Valkyries pursue courage. Nier won’t say anything to me, but she’s always by my side to protect me. Perhaps I can put my faith in her for this month.

“Nier, what do you think I should do?”

Nier looked at me and replied: “Do what you think is right. I am not responsible for strategizing for you. I am only responsible for ensuring your safety while you do what you believe is right.”

I looked at Nier’s gaze, smiled helplessly and said: “You’re different to Castell……”

“Well, I couldn’t ask for anything more than to see your corpse at the end of the street.”

I chuckled and stood up. I looked at Nier, pat her on her shoulder and said: “Thank you, Nier…… I get it now. I will do what I think is right. I hope you’ll be able to protect me during this time. I think I’ll need to rely on your more in the future.”

Nier knocked my hand away without any reluctance and said: “Yeah? I just hope that you won’t show kindness to someone who tries to kill you, and make me sheath my sword after I’ve drawn it.”

“I won’t.”

I turned my head around, looked at the angel overwatching us on top of the church, and clenched my teeth. Perhaps the angel statue on this side represented their so-called redemption and holiness. I’m not convinced that they have no involvement in Mera’s death. Castell didn’t tell me anything, but he did tell me the most important thing. And that is if the church is involved, it will be a complicated matter. Since it’s complicated, I’ll have to go and clear up the clue I have.

I don’t care if this is the last thing I do. I’ll bring the truth to light for Mera. I’m not backing down.

I will not back down this time. I’m determined this time.

With my back facing Nier, I sternly said: “I never will again.”

“Understood.”

Nier replied from behind like usual. I thought I couldn’t do anything at first, but Nier is now standing behind me. I’m not alone. When the going gets tough; when I’m most powerless and hopeless, standing behind me will be Nier’s lone, but proud silhouette.

My loneliness is despair, but Nier’s loneliness is her greatest pride.
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After conversing with Nier, I calmed down and returned to the palace. Even if I were to go to the church now, it would be pointless because I don’t have proof, and to the contrary, would alert them. I’m better off collecting evidence and clues. I believe that clues will be left behind once something has been done. Something must’ve been left behind.

When I returned to the outer court, I saw Luna standing at the door anxiously while holding a light. When she saw us return, she came over to greet us. In a worried tone, she reproached me: “Your majesty! Where did you go?! You scared me leaving all of sudden without saying anything.”

In a quiet tone, I replied: “Sorry. I wasn’t in a very good mood so I went out to let off some steam.”

I heard Nier scoff from behind, but nothing more. Luna looked at me and sighed. She then revealed a helpless smile and said: “Geez, you have to consider your safety when you leave since you are the prince. You must have Miss Gilliante by your side no matter what. Your majesty, please head back and rest. You must be tired.”

“Ah, alright.”

I nodded and then walked into the outer court. The maids were cleaning the steps and rails in the outer court where nobody else would be coming. When they saw me, they saluted me, and I looked at them and greeted them. Afterwards, I led Nier and Luna to the room and pushed the door open. While it’s not my first time in the room, it still felt estranged.

Ah, yeah, I’ve arrived in humanity’s lands.

“Luna.”

“Is there anything else, your majesty?”

I looked at Luna as I undid the bottom button on my collar. I then carefully folded up the scarf mom gave me and placed it neatly before saying: “I want to take a bath.”

“Alright, I shall go and prepare it now.”

Luna bowed and then left the room. The outer court has a bathroom, but because there are few workers around, I have to go and look for mom when I want to take a bath. And of course, mom is also very happy about that. I’m not too willing to bath with her even if we aren’t cuddling in the bath. However, I can now use the bath in the outer court.

After a while, Luna knocked on the door, brought me clothes to change into and with a smile said: “The water is ready, your majesty, please follow me.”

I stood up and followed Luna to the bathroom. Luna held my clothes and said: “Your majesty, if possible, could you allow Miss Gilliante to bath with you? While we maids do have our own bathroom, Miss Gilliantee does not have one. If Miss Gilliante wants to take a bath, she must return to the camp.”

I paused before asking: “Why can’t Nier use your bathroom?”

“Because she is a Valkyrie.” Luna smiled and added, “Valkyries hold a very prestigious identity, so they do not use the simple bathrooms we use…… I think that Miss Gilliante wouldn’t have to go travel such long distances if she could bath with you.”

True. I used to always bath in the inner court and Nier would leave during that time since the empress and other Valkyries there could protect me. I now know that she used the opportunity to go and take a bath. I frankly don’t know where the Valkyries reside, but it looks like it’s quite close to the inner court.

“Nier won’t object?”

“If you were to order her, she would not.” Luna looked at me, smiled helplessly and continued, “I honestly want to build a friendly relationship with Miss Gialliante. However, Miss Gilliante never speaks with me. It appears that she holds very strong prejudices against elves…… But I still really like her.”

I felt slightly awkward. While I don’t mind bathing with Nier and it would also be very convenient for Nier, our relationship is far from good enough to be bathing together. According to my memory, there are only three women who would accept bathing with me, my two moms and Lucia……

While Nier doesn’t care about revealing her body in front of me, that doesn’t mean she doesn’t dislike me seeing her body, right?

“Ah, Nier……”

Just when I was having the thought, I spotted Nier heading out with her clothes in hand. Nier saw me, saluted and said: “Your majesty, please allow me to leave for a while.”

“Ah, if it’s to take a bath… I don’t mind you bathing with me……”

Nier quickly pulled her eyebrows together, looked at me, retreated one step and in a disgusted tone said: “While I don’t mind revealing my body in front of you, I still hate people looking at me with weird gazes. If you want someone to look at, the elf next to you is more suited.”

“That’s not it! That’s not what I meant! I just thought that you have no reason to go back…… I thought…… Wait! Why can’t we just bath at different times?!”

The realisation suddenly hit me. Yeah! There’s no need to! Instead of bathing together, can’t we just bath at different times?! What was Luna scheming?!

“Your majesty, the maids are responsible for taking care of you, not Miss Gilliante.” Luna, who was standing by my side smiled helplessly and continued, “While I do not mind taking care of Miss Gilliante, nobody but I will be willing to take care of her since that is not our duty after all…… I do not think anybody will be willing to take care of Miss Gilliante as everybody else has their own jobs……”

Nier shot a glance at me. She thought about it for a moment before sighing and saying: “I think I understand what you mean, your majesty. I shall accept your kind offer. However, please do not look at me with a strange gaze.”

“Is that how you see me……?”

“Am I wrong?”

Nier’s distrustful gaze really hurt me. I’ve never done anything indecent to any girl. I only went into one of those brothels once to evade Nier, and she’s treated me as a pervert since then……

The three of us walked towards the bathroom. To be honest, things have become a little ambiguous now. However, Nier’s expression shows no hint of anticipation. To the contrary, she looks resolutely stern. I helplessly sighed and walked into the bathroom.

Okay. The first sight of the bathroom made it very clear as to why it wasn’t open before. The bathroom is about the same size as the bathroom in the inner court. Forget water, cleaning the bathroom with few people would be impossible. The entire bathroom was covered in mist so I don’t think I’ll be getting to see Nier’s body…….

Why do I feel a little disappointed…..?

Nier got changed on the other side so I didn’t see her. I took all my clothes off and I have to say, the clothes in this era are difficult to take off.

“Your majesty, let me help you apply some lotion.”

I never thought that Luna would walk up to me from behind with a smile while holding a small bottle as she looked at me after I stripped down completely. Luna was dressed in just a thin silk gown. Her beautiful lower body was on full display, causing me to almost recall Vyvyan’s body. I was so shocked my soul nearly left my body. Luna looked at me with a smile and asked: “What’s the matter, your majesty?”

“Ah…… Oh…… Umm…….”

While there was such a step before, I couldn’t help but obey Luna, and I lied down on the bed by the side. Luna’s gentle hands slid up and down on my body. Every place she touched felt like it was set ablaze, causing me to have a strong urge to just turn around and push her down. It seems like Luna knows how to stroke someone better than other people.

I guess it’s understandable…… It’s not surprising given her past I guess.

I heard the sound of water from the bathroom. It looks like Nier has entered into the water…… When I looked over in the direction of the sound, Nier was already in the hot water and vigilantly watching me.

Despite bathing together, I can’t see anything……. I truly don’t know if I should celebrate or if I should feel regretful…… I would’ve asked for warm water instead if I knew this was how things were going to turn out……
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“Welcome home, your majesty.”

“Uhm, thank you.”

I awkwardly looked at the ministers below bowing at me and forced a smile while waving.

Mom happily sat on her throne with wrapped her arm around mine while she looked down at the retainers below. At the front of the conference chamber is mom’s throne. And right now, there was a black veil covering her face while mom and I were squeezed together tightly inside the small space. Mom smiled and patted her thighs. She then reached her arms out and held me in her embrace with me sitting on her thighs…….

WAIT!! Isn’t there something wrong with this emperor-hugging-his-princess kind of situation?! Mom cheerfully hugged me and kissed my forehead non-stop. If I had grown up here in humanity’s lands, I bet mom probably would’ve held me like this every day while dealing with work.

“Your majesty, next is a completed annual report of business operations in the Empire right now.”

The fat head finance minister by the side respectfully handed up a document with both hands. A Valkyrie walked up to take the document and passed it behind the black veil. Mom took the document and took a look. I quickly snuck a glance but found that it was meaningless. It was mainly just about what businesses were trading, losses and profits, how many businesses closed down this year, how many new businesses started up and whatnot.

It’s similar to the chamber of commerce’s summary. The earnings of the businesses listed are used to figure out how much tax they need to pay. Mom didn’t look too interested and passed it to a Valkyrie by the side. In a bored fashion, she then pinched my cheek and said: “Is there no news which can interest me such as some nation scheming something or a revolt starting somewhere?”

“Your majesty, those things have not happened. Not only has it been a peaceful year, harvests this year have been good too. At present, the gifts for your majesty are currently on the way here. One batch has arrived thus far. The goods received were silk and agate. We have placed them in the warehouse of the inner court. Please take a look at them, your majesty.”

“The warehouse of the inner court?”

Mom paused for a moment and then asked, “Is there still room in the inner court’s warehouse?”

“There was. However… it is full now.”

Mom suavely waved her hand and said:  “Share what can’t fit among yourselves then. Take home some silk for your wife and daughter. As for the agate, use them to make jewellery. It’ll be New Year in two or three months, so consider an early New Year gift from me to you all.”

The retainers below all cried out together: “Long live your majesty.”

It looks like mom isn’t just a tyrant-empress. She’s very generous with her subordinates. Mom began to stroke my hair again and bit my ear….. Stop, please, I beg you, mom. I’m not your toy. You said you wanted to discuss things with me so I thought I’d be listening in by the side. I never thought I’d be coming here for you to play with me! The important thing was that I didn’t dare to resist, so I could only let mom kiss me and then touch me, and then kiss me again, and then touch me again however she pleased.

I had originally planned to head out today and conduct some investigations, but in the end, I ended being forced to stay here until the conference was over.

“Ah, today’s matters are over now. Winter is coming soon and mommy doesn’t really want to move…… I just want to continue holding you forever like this, son.”

The people in the conference chamber had slowly left. Mom let go of me entirely, kissed my face and then looked at me with a smile and said: “Son, do you have any plans today? If you don’t, have some wine with mommy. Mommy doesn’t really have any stories to share with you, but holding warm wine in winter while watching a stage play is quite a nice experience too.”

“I’ll pass…… Thank you, mom, but… I want to head out today. If it’s at night…… Tonight. I’ll drink with you tonight.”

I desperately escaped from mom’s embrace, but when I noticed mom’s somewhat disappointed gaze, I felt slightly bad. Mom looked at me and nodded with hesitation. She let out a helpless sigh and said: “Alright then. Since you want to go out, it won’t be nice if mommy stops you. But come back early and be careful. Remember to come to the inner court at night. Mommy will prepare some good wine and wait for you.”

“Alright.”

Perhaps it was because she hadn’t seen me for a month, resulting in her being a bit clingy. After walking a good distance, I turned around and spotted mom watching me from the door of the conference chamber.

Nier appeared behind me. With her hand on her sword handle, she asked: “Your majesty, where are you going today?”

I looked up at the sky, sniffled and said: “I don’t intend to go straight to the church. Come with me to the slums first. I want to see big sister.”

“So… I will get to see the children then?”

Nier’s pitch went slightly higher. I smiled and said: “Yes. You haven’t seen them for a month since I was gone, right? Go and have fun with the kids this time since you can’t leave the palace while I’m not around.”

“Alright.”

Nier evidently picked up her pace. I smiled helplessly. I wonder if I’m following Nier or if Nier is following me. The two of us left the palace and walked to the market we always went to. Although it was winter, the market was bustling as always. However, the goods being sold were different. The items being sold now were centred around the theme of winter, broths, and something that looked like pork.

I noticed a big crowd lined up outside a building before us. Every single one of them took a paper bag and headed back. I stopped and asked Nier: “Nier, what are they selling?”

Nier narrowed her eyes and looked at me. She said: “That’s salt, your majesty. Winter is coming so everyone is doing the best they can to turn food that spoils easily into salted meat or dry meat.”

“Salt huh……?” I nodded. Salt is a necessity for humans. Humans can lack anything but salt. And since winter was coming soon, salt is naturally a hot commodity, since there are no modern salt-manufacturing factories in this era. I looked at the seemingly endless line, frowned and asked: “Why don’t people go and buy it elsewhere?”

“Because only companies with exclusive rights in the empire can sell it.”

Ah, I get it. Salt has transformed the nation. It’s the lifeline of the peoples’ finances. It looks it’s the same in every era. Nier looked and lost interest. She tugged the corner of my shirt and said: “Let’s go, your majesty. Don’t tell me you want to watch them buy salt.”

“Uhm…… let’s go.”

I nodded. This has nothing to do with me, I’m just a little curious. Nier and I slowly made our way through the chattering crowd and walked up to a familiar door. I noticed that Nier’s gaze was gleaming. I chuckled and then walked in……

“Aaaahh!”

I slipped over with my first step. It turned out that the sewage water covering the floor in the slums had now turned into ice. I fell backwards because I slipped. But I didn’t hit the ground. Instead, I crashed into some soft and warm cloth. I wasn’t facing up to the sky but Nier’s expressionless face looking down at me.

Nier looked at me who fell on her, and then extended her hand out to help me up and said: “Please be careful, your majesty.”

After that, she pat her chest. I stared with my eyes and mouth wide open as I watched her knockers bounce. So that soft and warm feeling wasn’t cloth but……. I rarely saw Nier’s knockers after she wore her thick cape on. After the experience, I think I now know her chest measurement!

“Let’s go, your majesty. Please watch your step.”

Nier walked over without a care while I followed behind with my face and ears bright red…….
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A kid dressed in thin dirty clothing spotted Nier, stood up from the ground and happily shouted: “Sis Nier!!” The children came out of all different places in the slums like rodents coming out of their dens. All of them were filthy and giving off steam. I honestly can’t stand that smell. It wasn’t because it smelt bad, but because of the chemical smell on them. Where did these children just come from? Nier didn’t mind it at all. She didn’t care that her cape would get smothered with hands prints and hugged a few of them.

The children revealed happy smiles. They crowded around Nier and spoke non-stop. Their gaunt faces were flush from the cold. Their bodies were so thin it looked like the wind could blow them away.

I noticed that their hands were covered in frostbite and blisters from burns. Nier quickly noticed it too. She grabbed the hands of a girl in front of her, pitifully stroked her small hand covered in frostbite and wounds, and said: “What… what… what happened to your hands?”

“Because it’s cold.”

The children looked at Nier. They looked at her thick white cape with envy. They looked at each other’s thin clothing they wore in all four seasons of the year, smiled bitterly and said: “It’s cold at home, so we go out to look for firewood in rubbish dumps to burn……”

Nier looked at the children’s hands and felt it hurt herself. She held those small hands tightly. Her gaze carried pity and despair. She could only protect the children’s’ hands at times like this, but she couldn’t hold their hands forever. Her cape belongs to the Valkyries. It’s something the empress bestowed upon her so she could never give it to the children.

But at the same time, Nier had nothing. She had no means of helping the group of children.

Winter is a boring season for the empress and me. We’d drink wine, eat snacks and watch actors and actresses put on romantic and heroic plays. There is never a need to be concerned about keeping warm in the palace. There’s never been a lack of fire wood in my room. However, winter is a time where these children struggle to survive as they hang on by a thread. The poor have no income during winter so they have to find ways to brave the cold and get through it.

There’s no firewood and no cotton clothing. While the empire is flourishing, poor people will always exist.

“Sis Nier…… Your majesty…… We beg you…… we beg you…… can you help us? We’ll be grateful if you can just give us some firewood. We just want to warm the room up.”

The kids looked at us and begged us. Nier looked at me and pursed her lips. I’ve never seen Nier beg me before, but I could see in her eyes that she was begging me. Nier is a Valkyrie who is capable of anything. She can take away anyone’s life yet she can’t protect a single child she wants to protect.

I opened my wallet, took out a few gold coins and handed them to the children. The empire’s gold coins are worth a lot. I don’t think these children have ever seen gold coins. The kids reacted with great surprise and then grabbed the coins and stuffed them into their shirts tightly as though they were afraid I’d go back on my words. They then bowed and left.

Nier stood up and looked at me with a complex expression. She softly said: “Thank you, your majesty.”

“It’s nothing.”

I looked in the direction the kids left in, sighed and said: “As a member of the royal family, seeing them suffer like that makes me sad to be honest.”

Nier stood by my side and looked in the direction the children left in. She lowered her head and in a quiet voice said: “I like children, but I have no way of protecting them…… I……. I can only grief. It’s just like back then. If it weren’t for her majesty, I would probably have frozen to death on the streets. However, where will… where will their empress be?”

I looked at Nier’s slightly blue expression. I froze up for a few seconds and then laughed. Nier turned her head around with surprise, looked at me somewhat angrily and grumbled: “Is what I said that funny? Or is it that my grief is a laughing matter for you?”

“That’s not it, Nier.”

I looked at Nier and smacked myself on my chest with a smile, and said: “They may not have her majesty, but they will have his majesty. While I can only do this much now, please believe me in me, I will protect the children. I definitely will. I’m just happy that I finally managed to do something for you.”

“Your majesty, you aren’t helping me. You are just helping those children.” Nier turned around and walked towards the workshop of the red-haired lady. I smiled and followed. When we reached the door, I pulled the door.

The door was locked……

Oh, right…… I recall that elves can’t stand cold places. The red-haired lady is Vyvyan and mom’s teacher. I learnt about that from what mom told me. I reckon she’s gone to a warm place to spend winter since she’s an elf.

“It looks like she’s not here…… Forget it then. Let’s head back.”

“Understood.”

Nier nodded and the two of us walked out of the slums, and back to the market.

We then noticed a middle aged person in a black robe stood on the auction stage, shouting down at the crowd below. Sometimes a person or two would stop to listen to him, but they would then shake their head and leave. Some stopped, left a few bronze or silver coins behind and left.

“Alright, alright, your time is up. Get off. Get off. Next is the auction!”

Just when I was about to walk over and have a listen, a familiar skinny guy came up and pushed him roughly. He fumbled to pick up those few meagre coins and begged the skinny guy, but the skinny guy just gave him an earful and then pushed him towards the stage boundary. During the spat, that person’s body tilted and then he fell down heavily from the stage, landing right before me.

“You tired of living?! You only get that much time. And look, are there people giving you money? You might as well go and be a beggar! Just sell off that shoddy place of yours and all will be well. What are you struggling for…? My… if it isn’t your majesty.”

The skinny guy cursed as he raised his head. When his eyes met with mine, he quivered from head to toe. He then revealed a ridiculing smile. He rubbed his hands and continued, “Your majesty, do you… do you want to watch this auction? We got a great new horse. The horse really can run thousands of miles. We have not sold anyone since then, since I must be able to respond to your calls, hehe……”

I waved my hand to brush him off, helped up the middle-aged man and asked the skinny guy: “No…… I’m not interested in horses. But what’s happening here?”

“Him? My, your majesty, you aren’t aware, but you must pay to use this stage. He is trying to get donations for his orphanage and he refused to get off the stage after his time was up. He is in the wrong here, isn’t he?”

I nodded and then said: “I understand now. You continue with your auction.”

“Say… your majesty, how about I just send that horse to the palace for you? It really is a fantastic steed!”

“No, I’m not interested in horses.”

Nier watched me help the middle-aged man up, hesitated and then asked: “Orphanage?”

“That’s right, Nier.”

I looked at Nier, smiled and asked: “That must be like heaven to you, right?”
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“Thank you so much, your majesty.”

“It’s nothing. It’s no big deal.”

I sat inside the cold office of the orphanage. Before me was a cup of gin, and I conversed with the middle-aged individual opposite me. While it was called the office, I felt that the room was pitifully small and the timber building looked like it was a hazard itself. I could feel the stairs wobble under my feet on the way up. Ants crawled out from a small hole in the office. The fire by the side was barely holding up. The window had a hole in it and sheets of paper were used to cover it up, not that it could keep the cold air out. The desk had evidently not been used in a long time. I noticed that a book was placed in the corner to stabilise the desk.

The chair I was sitting on had me on edge. It creaked every time I slightly budged. Did he get the wrong chair?! Isn’t this a chair for children?!

The middle-aged man smiled helplessly, wiped the wound on his head and then placed the gauze down, looked at me and said: “I never imagined that you would be interested in the orphanage, your majesty.”

“I’m not exactly interested. I just felt it would make my bodyguard happy.”

I stood up and walked up to the glass-window. I looked through the dirty glass-window and down to the small playground. Nier played very cheerfully with the children. I’ve never seen Nier smile so brightly. The place was filled with kids, so it was a haven for Nier. The children here were different too. Their clothes were simple, but they were able to stay warm. Their gaze carried the purity and naivety exclusive to children. Compared to the children in the slums, they resembled children much more. That must be why Nier is so happy.

I looked at the children below, turned around and said to the dean of the orphanage: “While I believe that running this orphanage is hard, the children don’t suffer anything.”

The dean revealed a proud look for the first time. He looked at me and proudly said: “Of course. I would never let the children suffer. The children did nothing wrong. They shouldn’t have to suffer. I never spent a penny on myself, but I will never mistreat the children.”

I looked at his gaze. He possessed a pure gaze that you would rarely come across. He wasn’t tall or tough and he didn’t look heroic with his bald and glossy head. However, his gaze was more pure than any other like spring water. I rarely saw anyone with a look like that even in the modern day.

I looked at him and sincerely said: “You are a good dean.”

Not everyone can be said to fulfil their duty dutifully, and not everyone can be considered “good”. A doctor isn’t necessarily a good doctor. A soldier isn’t necessarily a good soldier. But the dean before me was a good dean. It looks like running the orphanage is extremely tiresome. However, the kids below that I saw didn’t look like they were suffering at all. All of them wore bright smiles.

A child’s smile does not lie.

“It’s just that the orphanage cannot continue operating.”

The dean’s smile slowly turned into a worrisome expression. He sat down on his chair lifelessly, looked at me and said: “Your majesty, could you help me? I… We… don’t have any way to repay you, but… but… please help us out of consideration for the children. Please save the children. You do not have to give me money. You only need to save the kids.”

I nodded and said: “How much do the children need? While I don’t have a lot of money, I will do my best.”

The dean looked at me with distress. He pointed to the ground and then said: “Land.”

I froze for a moment and then asked: “Land?”

“Yes. This block of land does not belong to me. I rented this block of land from the church. We managed to stay afloat thanks to the children making some artwork, but the church forcefully wanted to take back the land last month. They brought a loan sheet that said I owed them thirty-thousand gold coins, and said that they would confiscate the orphanage and land if I did not pay it back.”

“THIRTY-THOUSAND?!”

I widened my eyes and mouth. One gold empire coin is enough for someone to live off for two weeks. So thirty-thousand gold coins is a large sum. While I could probably get it if I begged mom, it still pains me to give thirty-thousand gold coins to the orphanage.

Yes, I’m a hypocrite. I can’t give away everything I have as a donation. I could generously give you a part of what I have, but I need to think about it since it’s such a large sum.

The dean lowered his head like he was carrying a heavy burden on his shoulders and said: “Yes, thirty-thousand. And I must pay it in full this month. If I do not pay it in full this month, the children will be forced to leave. They will freeze to death in the winter. Your majesty, you are my only hope. Nobody else pays me heed. You were the only one who stopped. You are one of the rulers of this nation. I beg you. I beg you. Please listen to the cries of the children. I beg you. Please save the children!”

He knelt before me. I placed my hands on the front of his shoulders, but at the same time, I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t help. I had no way of helping him. The one who can help him is the empress, not me. I don’t have my own money. The money I have was given to me by the empress. I don’t possess such a large sum.

“Get up first. I don’t have that much either…… The sum is honestly too big…… However, I will think of something. I will definitely think of something.”

I got a plan called jack shit. If I could make thirty-thousand gold coins appear, I wouldn’t need to continue being a wussy here. The only plan that comes to mind is using aegyo with her majesty. Maybe selling my looks might make mom happy enough to give me thirty-thousand gold coins.

Thirty-thousand gold coins is but a small sum for mom. But it’s too large for me.

“Y-You could use your influence. You could start a charity and everybody would be willing to donate to your cause, because you are his majesty, the prince! You are the prince!”

The dean was still unwilling to let go, tightly grabbing onto my hand. I pulled him up and said: “I’ll definitely help. I definitely will. But… but… I have to think of a way.”

“Thank you…… Thank you…… Thank you……”

After I convinced him, the dean finally let go. I wore my cape on, bid the dean goodbye and walked down to the playground below.

Nier smiled happily while hanging out with the children. The children swarmed around her and hugged her, chattering and laughing like they were clinging to their mother or elder sister. Nier saw me come out and stood up. She switched her smile out for her expressionless look and asked: “Your majesty, are you finished with business?”

“Mmm… Yeah, I guess.”

I nodded and looked at Nier. Nier turned around to look at the children as she didn’t want to part with the children. I waved my hand, smiled and said: “Of course, I want to stay here and play with the kids for a while. Nier, stay with us.”

“Roger!!”

I felt that Nier’s smile in that moment was warmer than the sun in winter.

Glossary

Aegyo is the Korean word for putting on cute acts. If you need a visual example, search 귀요미
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“Thirty-thousand gold coins?!”

See? I wasn’t joking. Even a Valkyrie who has no concept of money and gold is shocked by the sum. Nier looked at me with astonishment. I’m honestly a little proud since that’s the first time I’ve managed to shock Nier like that…… Okay, it’s nothing to be proud of, nor is it something good.

“Yes, thirty-thousand gold coins. If he can’t pay it off in a month, the orphanage will probably be torn down.” I snuck a glance at Nier who was walking beside me. Nier wore a very interesting expression. Nier isn’t incapable of showing expressions. It’s just that there’s rarely ever anything that could give her a reaction. Nier only reveals various interesting expressions if it’s related to kids.

I got fifty gold empire coins as pocket money today. Why does this matter? If I gave my wallet to the kids in the slums, they wouldn’t suffer from the cold for the entire winter. They would even have enough to eat the things they usually can’t. I could buy any single thing at the market with fifty gold coins, and offer quite the challenge at an auction. My wallet is refilled every day. If I were to spend all fifty in one day, it would be refilled with fifty gold coins the next day. However, if I didn’t spend any on a particular day, it wouldn’t be topped-up.

Mom doesn’t care how I spend the money. These fifty gold coins are honestly just spare change for her. I could use these fifty gold coins to help the kids in the slums. However, if I want to help the orphanage, I’ll have to save my pocket money every day. And six-hundred days later, in other words, in fifty months, I’ll have thirty-thousand gold coins. That’s fifty months with humanity by the way. Otherwise, I need a hundred months. A hundred months is… about eight years. Yeah. We won the anti-Japanese by then.

The children probably wouldn’t need these funds anymore either, and who knows what this floor would be covered in.

There’s no way that will work.

The reason I want to help this orphanage isn’t because I’m a nice guy. I only have one reason. This orphanage is being threatened by the church. The block of land is owned by the church. Since it’s related to the church, it should be connected in some way. If I start investigating from here, I might discover something.

But that’s just “if”, because I need to be able to get thirty-thousand gold coins first. I don’t think donations will work. After dinner comes the reckoning. If I use the money donated by others to help the orphanage, I won’t be able to turn down requests to do them favours afterwards. Castell also warned me that I needed to maintain neutrality between the two factions if I didn’t want to get dragged into the political battle. If I start a charity, I’ll become the one the two factions try to win over, and end up getting dragged into the whole affair.

There were so many princes in Chinese history that got ruined due to faction wars. I need to keep myself safe right now. I need to avoid letting myself become part of any schemes, and peacefully be mom’s obedient baby. Now that’s the best route to keeping oneself safe.

Now here’s the problem. How else am I going to get thirty-thousand gold coins? Donations won’t work. I don’t have the ability to earn. Is there anything I can sell? I don’t have anything that’s worth thirty-thousand gold coins. If I had a phone or some time-travel gear with me, I might be able to swindle my way to thirty-thousand gold coins, but I don’t have anything.

“So… your majesty, a-are you going to help the orphanage?”

Nier looked at me carefully. It was the first time she’d spoken to me in such a gentle voice. I got swept off my feet for a moment. I then frowned, sighed and said: “I want to help as well… it’s just that thirty-thousand gold coins is no small sum. I need to think of a way to get thirty-thousand gold coins. In short, let me juggle it in my mind for a bit.”

“Understood.”

Nier nodded and looked forward with a hint of worry, not speaking a word. Maybe Nier and I have a lot of conflicting things between us, but our stance in terms of benefits and losses were aligned right now. And that was that we wanted to save the orphanage. However, Nier is a Valkyrie. She shouldn’t have any savings, and while I have money, I can’t pay thirty-thousand gold coins all at once.

We were powerless at the moment.

I looked at the sky. It should be around four o’clock right now, right? But the sky was already getting dark, and the wind blowing was cold. Perhaps it was because the sun had set. Nier and I wrapped our capes around us tightly and sped up. At that moment, a staggering silhouette from the side of the road quickly rushed towards the front of us.

“Your majesty, watch out!”

Nier rushed out in front of me and pushed me behind her. Her right hand swiftly drew her sword from her waist and her white cape whistled in the wind. Without any hesitation, Nier slashed at the silhouette rushing towards me. The silhouette stumbled. In his hand was a wooden crutch which clanged against Nier’s blade. The crutch slid up the body of the blade and came over. He tried to elbow Nier in her face, but Nier reacted extremely swiftly. She lowered her head to avoid his elbow strike and then she gave him a hard punch with her left fist on the side of his back. The man retreated one step. Nier’s sword chased him down like a venomous snake and cut his crutch held in front of his chest to guard himself.

“Nier, stop.”

“Your majesty!”

Nier’s sword was already pressed against his neck. She looked at me shocked. I shook my head, picked up his cut-in-two crutch, waved it and said: “It’s nothing. It’s just a crutch. Or rather, a wooden stick. I don’t think he tried to assassinate me. He must be a drunk who charged over. Also, I feel that his combat skills aren’t bad. Maybe he’s a drunken soldier?”

Nier looked at the person before her and so did I. He had what looked like a sack on him. His limbs were almost as rough as the wooden stick. His face was covered with his beard, which was messy and bushy, making one feel disgusted. He was panting heavily because of Nier’s attacks. He looked at me with his muddy eyes while he muttered something under his breath that I couldn’t discern.

“It looks like you’re mistaken, your majesty. He is not a drunk soldier, but a vagrant.”

Nier snorted, sheathed her sword and looked at him. She angrily adjusted her cape and said: “Get lost. Do not get in our way. You dare get in his majesty’s way? I’ll give you a few seconds to scram!”

“Your majesty……”

A husky voice spoke out, seemingly struggling to make out those few words. He looked at me wearily and rubbed his muddy eyes. He then knelt down with a thud, and shouted: “Your majesty, I beg you… I beg you… I beg, please save my child… please save my child… She… she went to the church… and then she vanished… she vanished… she went to the church… and then she vanished. She vanished… you……”

“Guards!!”

Nier didn’t have the patience to finish listening to him. She viciously kicked his head into the ground. The cracking sound of his bones colliding with the ground made me frown. But I didn’t say anything. I lowered my head and looked at the pitch-black blood slowly flow out. The old man before me didn’t budge. The guards who heard Nier’s shout came running over, picked up the body or corpse, something I was unsure of, and then apologised to me before leaving.

Nier looked at me and said: “Let’s go, your majesty. Do not concern yourself with these vagrants. No one knows what they’re talking about.”

“….. You’re right.”

I kept silent for a moment. I then nodded and continued walking back to the palace.

It’s just that in my mind, I already had a vague feeling about what was hidden underneath the angel. There was definitely nothing good to be found hidden in that holy place.
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“My son is watching with me tonight, so make sure you perform splendidly. Show us your best performance. If I don’t see my son smiling at the end, not only will you not be paid, I’ll take your lives too, got it?” The empress stood backstage and loudly warned the actors and actresses. Not one of them dared to raise their head. They just stood there and quivered. Perhaps they were feeling more nervous than their first ever performance. If they messed up in the past, it would just result in not earning anything. But if they messed up this time, it would be all over. Moreover, who knows what the hell the prince likes? If they couldn’t put a smile on his face, they were done for.

The actors and actresses replied loudly: “Understood!”

There’s a theatre inside the palace, but it’s not large. The largest theatre in the royal capital is called the Golden Theatre. It can hold an audience of several tens of thousands. That is the place where nobility enjoys their night life. After they finish watching plays, they go to bath houses that operate twenty-four hours a day to take a bath before returning home to enjoy some wine. The empress doesn’t usually come here. While the experience here is somewhat superior, the empress’s appearance would cause a huge fuss, so mom rarely goes out to enjoy plays. Or rather, mom doesn’t really like plays.

The theatre in the palace isn’t large. Only close retainers are permitted to access it. However, there were only two people in the theatre of the royal palace tonight. The other people were all servants and Valkyries. I sat on the second floor in a daze, watching the stage. Nier stood behind me at the door with her hand on her sword handle. Next to her was the cute and petite Alice. Alice is really cute. She’s pretty like a Barbie doll and she looks like a kid when she smiles. She held a folding fan and looked quite stylish too.

Unfortunately, I knew the loli could smash a boulder to smithereens with a single punch. And she’s the same age as my mother……

Castell placed a plate of fruit on the table by my side. It’s not very easy to find fruit to eat in winter. Castell then placed a pile of snacks on the table as well as potato chips. I don’t know if the potatoes here are the same as the ones back home. But Castell then quickly placed a small plate of salt next to the chips.

“Is there anything else you want to eat, your majesty?”

Castell, who was by my side chuckled. I shook my head and said: “No, thank you, Castell.”

“I feel that you have something on your mind.” Castell’s eyes were as brilliant as ever. He looked at me with a smile and continued, “If it is about the matter we discussed last time, my suggestion remains the same. You wouldn’t have gone to the church to dig for information, have you?”

“It’s not about the church. I didn’t go to the church. I’m concerned about something else.”

“If you are concerned about something else, you can speak to me about it. I cannot guarantee that I can resolve it, but I can provide suggestions…… Mmm, your majesty.”

Castell cut himself off. I turned around and spotted mom sitting in a chair on the other side looking at me with a doting smile. She took some food and anxiously placed it in front of me. She then took the initiative to grab a bottle of wine, filled my cup with it and then excitedly said: “This is the first time I’m watching a play with you, son. What do you want to watch son? What do you want to eat? Just tell me and I’ll see that it’s done. Oh, right, do you want a roast chicken?”

“No, I’m alright, mom.”

I raised my cup, looked at mom and then said: “Thank you, mom.”

“Ah…… Oh…… Uhm, no worries!”

Mom cheerfully raised her cup of wine and clinked it with mine before finishing it in one shot. Mommy giddily turned around and looked forward. The actors and actresses took to the stage to begin their performance. This play should be some traditional folk tale. In other words, one of those stories where the main protagonist achieves some grand feat, with a hero that never gives up and then the princess runs into his arms.

I’ve never seen a stage play. I used to only watch movies in the past so I’m not qualified to judge the quality of the play. However, I noticed that mom who was beside me, wasn’t paying any attention to the play. She was stealing glances at me the entire time. Every time I smiled or looked relaxed, mommy would express her smile with her entire body. If I were to look gloomy, mom would look gloomy too.

I felt that mom was much more interesting than the play. But in all fairness, the actors and actresses did their best. At the scene where the princess looked at the hero and cried, she was crying for real. Right, I should politely applaud such a professional performance even if I don’t really enjoy stage plays. Consequently, I did my best to concentrate on the play, but my mind kept wandering off.

I couldn’t stop thinking about the thirty-thousand gold coins matter.

If I make mom happy and then talk to her about it, I might just be able to get thirty-thousand gold coins.

I continuously tried interacting with mom for the sake of that. Honestly speaking, the chances for us to interact were very few. That was probably because we drank non-stop. As a result of that, my head started spinning before I couldn’t even finish watching the play. Mom was cheerfully drinking non-stop as if though she really enjoyed having me pour her drinks. Hence, I gave it my best to forcefully drink until my body turned to jelly in my seat.

Just as I was about to pass out, Castell stopped the empress who was about to pour more wine and whispered into her ear:  “Your majesty…… It looks like his majesty is drunk.”

The empress looked at I who had flopped into his chair and elatedly exclaimed: “Hurry then! Hurry and take him to my room. My son is drunk so I need to look after him. Take my son to my room! Wait, no! I’ll carry him myself!!”

Wait! Wait! Wait! Aren’t the roles reversed in the wrong way here? Carrying someone drunk to the bedroom… The roles are reversed in the wrong way here, aren’t they?!!

I didn’t have the strength to resist though. Mom happily kicked the small table between us away, leapt over and hugged me tightly before picking me up, princess-carry style. You know, it was a little embarrassing to be carried like that as a guy. However, my head naturally leaned onto mom’s generous bosom. A fragrance that numbed my entire body persuaded my body to stop struggling.

“Haa…… Haa…… My son….. my son is sleeping in my arms…… Ah…… holding my son…… It’s the first time… the first time I’ve been able to hold my son like this……”

Mom panted heavily. She couldn’t possibly be any more excited than she already was. She stamped her feet and drummed with her hands like a kid that finally got the toy he wanted and while eager to play with it, was afraid of damaging it. Mom clumsily held me as though she were worried I couldn’t sleep comfortably. Her body froze up. She then lowered her head and carefully kissed me on my cheek.

“Your majesty, do you wish to continue watching?”

Castell smiled helplessly as he looked at the performers on stage shivering in their boots. Because the empress smashed the table, they thought they were about to lose their lives. However, they didn’t see how excited the empress was. The empress hadn’t been so excited in a very long time.

Castell himself also felt that his question was pointless.

“What’s there to watch? My son is much more interesting than them. Pay them and let them go. I have to go and take care of my son!” The empress cheerfully held her son and skipped out of the theatre like she was doing a small jog. She didn’t wear her clothes. Instead, she covered me with it.

I have to say… mom doesn’t really know how to look after children……
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Mom gently placed me onto her bed, and I lifelessly closed my eyes. I wasn’t willing to budge no matter what happened anymore. Unlike Vyvyan, I feel that Elizabeth is a normal… Eh?!! Huh?!! What are you undoing my belt for?! What are you doing?! Aren’t the roles for date-rape reversed here?! I struggled to open my eyes, only to see a terrifying scene. Mom had the overwhelmingly lustful gaze she had on that day we bathed together as she panted heavily while undoing and ripping my belt off. I desperately shifted my weak hands downwards, grabbed my belt and muttered: “Don’t… mom… don’t do this……”

Isn’t there something wrong with this predicament?! Not only are the male and female roles reversed, even the identity of the individuals in question are wrong!! You’re my mom, not a thug! What are you trying to do stripping me when I’m drunk?! So much for thinking you were a normal mom. You’re scarier than Vyvyan!!

“Mommy… mommy… mommy wants to sleep with you too….. Mommy has never slept while holding you. Mommy wants to sleep holding you too. That ugly woman could. I’m you’re biological mom. I want to too!”

Mom pulled my pants off forcefully and then began to rip my shirt like she was insane the same way she did my belt. Yes, that’s correct, Vyvyan does sleep with me, but she at least lets me sleep with my clothes on! What are you doing?! It’s very easy to commit a mistake once we’re drunk, you now?!

But mom didn’t look like she had any intention to reason with me. Mom’s gaze looked like the gaze of a mad-woman. It was frightening. She ripped my shirt open and then unbuttoned my dragon armour I wore inside. I couldn’t do anything since my arms and legs felt like jelly. I simply let mom strip me as she pleased. Vyvyan did it to me when we bathed together last time, so having my mom hold me while sleeping wasn’t something unacceptable.

Mom’s hands suddenly stopped. She had already undone the buttons on my under-shirt, yet she stopped. Mom pressed her hands on my chest and curled her fingers up to form fists. She stopped there for a long time, not taking the next step. Somewhat curious, I went to open my eyes, but two cold drips of water landed on my face just as I intended to open my eyes.

I opened my eyes and saw mom staring at my chest. She curled her fingers up to form two fists and trembled gently. She bit down on her lips hard. Her gaze was brimming with pain and sadness. She desperately tried to hold her tears in but big droplets of tears fell nonetheless as they ran down her cheeks, dripped onto my face, and splattered.

“Mom?”

I struggled to lift my head up. I didn’t know why mom cried. I looked at her face and then realised that I still had the scar Mera gave me on my chest. While the white deer king did save my life, the scar was still left behind. Mom shed tears of pain as she looked at my scar.

I lifelessly lied back down and softly said: “It’s alright, mom… It’s alright……”

Still mounting me, mom placed her head on my scar and in her hoarse voice said: “There’s no way you’re alright…… This scar……. Mommy has seen this sort of scar before…… It’s a fatal wound…… How could you possibly be fine……”

Mom hugged me tightly as she cried and shivered with incomparable pain and fear.

“Mommy… mommy is sorry…… My dear son… mommy couldn’t protect you… mommy…. You’re still by mommy’s side and yet you still got hurt… It’s all mommy’s fault… son… it’s all mommy’s fault…… If only mommy wasn’t stubborn… you wouldn’t have had to suffer so much…… Mommy…. mommy is sorry…..”

Mom choked on her tears as she spoke. Her voice was virtually muffled by her sobs. I had never seen mom cry so sadly before. The last time I saw mom’s tears was when I came out of the sewers. Truthfully speaking, I’ve let mom see me get hurt too many times.

“I beg you… my son… my most beloved son…… Mommy loves you… mommy really loves you… don’t hate mommy… Please… don’t hate mommy… mommy… mommy will protect you well in the future… mommy… mommy won’t let you suffer any more than you already do……”

Mommy hugged me tightly and kissed my scar. She hugged me tightly fearfully. I smiled helplessly and then stretched my arm out to hug mom. While my arms were very weak, I still tried my best to hug mom back nonetheless. I gently said: “It’s fine mom. I love you… I really do… I’m very thankful of you. If it weren’t for you… I wouldn’t exist, isn’t that right?”

“My son…… My most beloved son…… Mommy loves you… Mommy really loves you!”

You know… mom really is a clumsy mother. She has no idea how to love a child, nor does she know how to raise one. However, I understand mom’s love for me is genuine. While the way she expresses it is somewhat silly, her hands that bled from needle-work and the tears she shed because of my wound were all very real.

Elizabeth truly loves her son deeply. From the perspective of others, she is a domineering and majestic empress. However, she is also a dutiful mother. If Troy was here with Elizabeth at the start, I think he would be blissful now as well. Both mothers love their son deeply after all.

Mom hugged me tightly, pulling me tightly into her embrace. She sobbed as she gently pat me on my back and softly asked: “Mommy… mommy… mommy can’t sing lullabies… mommy is very happy to just be able to sleep with my son while holding him. Son… a-are you happy?”

“I am. I’m very happy.”

I leaned into mom’s embrace and sniffed the scent on mom. Her fragrance was different to Vyvyan’s, but intoxicated me and calmed me down nonetheless. Plus, since I was drunk and had my eyes shut, I slowly fell asleep. Next to me was mom’s warmth. In front of me were mom’s warm breaths. I felt at peace and happy like a newborn child.

Mom hugged me blissfully. She didn’t want to do anything in that moment. She just wanted to look at her son sleeping in peace until the end of time. She had once held her son. Her son was as gentle as he was not long after he was born and she first held him. He revealed a calm smile whenever she held him like that.

She was not the empress of the empire right now. She was just a blissful mother holding her son. Her son was able to accept her and return to her embrace. The bliss Elizabeth experienced came to her too suddenly. While she still didn’t know how to make her child happy, she learnt the bliss of being a mother.

How nice would it be if time could stop there?

“Your majesty……”

Castell brought up the medicine the empress had to drink every night to help her sleep, but the two on the bed had already fallen asleep. The empress hadn’t changed. She hugged her son with a blissful smile Castell had never seen before as she slept. The empress actually has poor sleep. But right now… she was sound asleep.

The empress used to always fret about something. But her concern was now in her arms. With nothing to be concerned about, she could naturally sleep deeply.

Castell smiled helplessly, left the room and closed the door. Alice saw him bring the medicine out. She waited for a moment before asking: “What’s wrong?”

“Her majesty is asleep.”
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“Thirty-thousand gold coins, right?” Mom placed a piece of bread into her mouth and looked at me.

I nodded and tried to fight the headache from my hangover. In the end, I made the request of mom.

After listening to my reason, mom thought about it. She chewed on her bread as she looked at me. A moment later, she picked up her tea cup, took a sip and said: “No.”

I looked at mom and asked her in a slightly disappointed tone: “Why mom….? Is thirty-thousand a bit too much?” While I never expected her to consent, getting rejected was still somewhat saddening.

“It’s not an issue of money, son. Thirty-thousand gold coins isn’t a big sum for mommy. It’s just that mommy doesn’t want you to get involved with the church in any shape or form. The royal family and church do not cross paths. But it’s not good for you to contest the church on their lands.” Mom looked at me with concern and continued, “Son, mommy will definitely sort out your matter. However, don’t get involved with anything the related to the church. The church does not belong to mommy and they are the backbone of the people’s spirit. It’s best to avoid getting involved with them.”

“But mom……”

“You heard me, son.”

I wanted to make a case for it but mom cut me off resolutely. She frowned slightly and said: “Mommy is doing this for your sake, son. Mommy will help you find out who exactly made an attempt at your life. It’s just that you shouldn’t go and get involved with the church during this time.”

“So mom, does that mean the church was involved with the attempt on my life?”

“I didn’t say that because mommy isn’t sure. It’s great that you’re so kind, son, it’s just that kindness is sometimes utterly useless. While you feel hurt that something is happening to an orphanage in front of your eyes, the truth is, sadness happens every moment in life. It is impossible for humans to not experience sadness.”

Mom stroked my head to comfort me. She then continued, “Of course, if you have another way of obtaining thirty-thousand gold coins, then that’s another topic. It’s not that mommy forbids you from saving the orphanage. Mommy just doesn’t want to let the royal family and the church come into conflict.”

“Mom… I haven’t come up with any ideas to obtain thirty-thousand gold coins.”

I smiled helplessly as I looked at mom and added: “I… I don’t think there is a way……”

“That’s not something for mommy to help you think up now, is it, son?” Mom winked at me, chuckled and continued, “This is a good opportunity to train you, son. I’ll leave it in your hands. Since saving the orphanage is your wish, it would be meaningless to rely on someone else’s strength to realise it, right?”

I nodded and replied; “Yes.”

I had no rebuttal for what mom said. Mom didn’t stop me. She just refused to use her money as the empress to help me. It appears I’ll have to rely on my own competence to save the orphanage then.

Plus, since the empress wasn’t willing to let me get involved with the church, it looks like the church really does manage the spirit and psychology of the denizens. From the standpoint of the denizens, the empress is far away in the imperial capital while the church is right by their side. If the church were to get angry and protest, I imagine the empress would probably retreat too.

It looks like the enemy I’m facing this time is inexplicably powerful.

But I don’t intend to take a single step back. If the church is involved with this, then I’m not backing down. It’s just a church, I’m not scared. I don’t believe in any gods. I don’t believe that the denizens can’t live without religion. If I must spend my entire lifetime to get people to drop religions, I would.

I’ll do anything for revenge. This is my wish.

But right now, I need to think of a way to obtain thirty-thousand empire gold coins. These are the places I can think of where I could get that amount: mom, Castell and the bank. I don’t know if the bank offers payment for goods though. And even if they did, I don’t have anything I could trade.

What other ways are there?

I don’t have anything I could sell, and I imagine thirty-thousand gold coins is a large sum for a business. If I were to write a letter to my elf-mom to ask for money…… Maybe she really would give me the amount. But I imagine the empress would explode with jealousy if I did that.

Alright, so what other ways do I have…?

“I thought so…….”

I told Nier about it. Nier, who was by my side, sighed and then followed me to the markets. The atmosphere between us was somewhat saddening since we were both hopeless in this regard.

“Your majesty…. here.”

Nier suddenly pulled me to stop me and handed me a small pouch. I hesitated for a moment before accepting it. Inside it was a gold coin and a few bronze coins. I looked at Nier. She looked back at me and said: “These are all of my savings. Valkyries do not have a salary. Everything that her majesty gifts us cannot be sold. This is the money I obtained by selling my belongings. If this can help, that would be fantastic.”

I looked at the small pouch in front of me blankly. The small pouch was virtually empty. It swayed with the breeze of the wind as if to tell of its own despair. The coins inside lied in peace. Some of them started turning somewhat black. There were so few coins it was pitiful. A common worker would be able to save this much with two months of work.

But this was Nier’s everything.

Nier didn’t give me much, but it was her everything. Her entire fortune was right here. She sincerely wanted to protect the orphanage even if it meant sacrificing everything she had. Unfortunately, the young girl’s everything was painfully hopeless before the large number. This small resolve would be crushed to pieces by the heavy gold coins.

But Nier wore a determined look as always. However, I believe that her determination will soon become pain, disappointment and helplessness. She couldn’t help the children. Her efforts were futile. Her determination made my heart ache.

I gripped the small pouch tightly, clenched my teeth and asked: “Nier, what did you sell?”

“My clothes. All of them.”

Nier looked at me and continued, “Alice and I went shopping during my time off. She bought me clothes but I rarely wear them so I sold them”

“Let’s go buy clothes then. Let’s buy back some of the clothes you sold off.”

I don’t know where I got the courage from, I just grabbed Nier’s hand. Nier’s hand and Lucia’s are pretty much the same in size. However, her firm muscles and the calluses from wielding her sword tormented my heart. Nier quickly pulled on me to stop me. I turned my head around and looked at Nier’s lifeless gaze.

“That won’t be necessary, your majesty. I don’t need all that excess clothing. I am a Valkyrie. What the empress bestows me with is sufficient.”

Nier threw my hand away, looked at me and continued, “If you wish to reward me, I am very thankful. However, I cannot accept presents from anyone else. Please forgive me for rejecting your offer.”

“Why…?”

Nier looked at me nonchalantly and proudly as she replied: “Because I am her majesty’s Valkyrie.”

I looked at her blankly. I don’t know where the anger came from, but I wanted to scold Nier. However, I didn’t know why I was angry at her and why I wanted to scold her.

Perhaps it was because she was too correct that I got angry at her?

A moment later, I smiled helplessly and suppressed my anger. I looked at Nier and asked: “…… You’ll accept me buying candy for you though, won’t you?”

“Yes.”

This time, Nier nodded and followed behind me.

Glossary

*When Troy refers to gods he doesn’t believe in here, he’s referring to gods specifically for humanity, not some sort of never-before-mentioned god that rules over all gods or something. He has already acknowledged that elves have a god and goddess whom give them their bodies which can contain mana, not to mention acknowledging Vyvyan is a demi-god. For some reason, it was a thing for a good number of people to take the entire statement out of context and twist it to mean he was referring to some grand god figure that’s never been mentioned or no gods at all.
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I took out a silver coin and gave it to the seller. He fumbled around and then gave me a few copper coins change. I frowned. It was evidently not right. This is about two copper coins more expensive than in the past. I looked at the sign which had the same price written on it and asked: “Has the cost of candy gone up?”

“No, it’s still the same price.”

“Why did I get less change then?”

“That’s because the value of copper coins has risen. You can exchange twelve copper coins for one silver coin now.”

The businessman looked at me, sighed and added, “Far out. I’ve done business for so many years and this is the first time I’ve seen the value of copper coins rise.”

I nodded and looked at the copper coins in my hand. Honestly speaking, I never thought the exchange rate would cause the value of my money to depreciate. Normally, the value of copper coins won’t appreciate because they’re circulated in the lower-class society, while silver and gold may change due to the influence of the government. However, no nation would take back copper coins and redistribute them. Usually, once they’re released into the hands of the people and circulated, copper coins would be the most stable coin for the most part. As such, its value rarely changes.

So why would the value of copper coins appreciate? The simplest explanation would be that the number of copper coins in circulation has decreased. The value of copper coins has appreciated because the number of copper coins in circulation has decreased. Since the lower-class doesn’t possess as many copper coins as before, the exchange merchants would be hard-pressed to exchange them for silver coins, thereby naturally raising the value of copper coins.

Copper isn’t a valuable metal. Plus, it would be pointless to add a valuable metal to copper. So there’s only one possible reason as to why the value of copper coins has risen, and that is because somebody is collecting them.

The country wouldn’t touch copper coins even if they had some sort of war right now because bullets made from copper have yet to exist in this era. Electric circuits have yet to come into existence. There should still be an abundance of copper mines so the empire absolutely won’t do anything to copper coins.

I don’t think it’s the work of a merchant either. Castell repossessed the silver Castor coins for the sake of the nation, but would the merchants repossess copper coins for the sake of the nation? What good would it serve them? Could they threaten the nation with copper coins? If they wanted to do that, they would’ve started with silver or gold coins. Copper coins are worthless to such large business associations.

Big legit businesses use gold coins. They don’t use copper coins.

So who managed to repossess the copper coins that were with the denizens? If the worth of copper coins has increased, the copper coins couldn’t have possibly been repossessed by the royal family alone. The impact is on a national level, in other words, the entire massive empire. Based on that, the organisation that could repossess all the copper coins from the denizens must be like the empire. By that I mean that it must be an organisation that could influence the entire empire.

It definitely isn’t just a business. Castell has a merchant capable of that as his subordinate. All other businesses are only responsible for a part of trading activities; otherwise, competition for business would become a messy war. The business owners understand that much. So it can’t be the nation itself, and it can’t be the chamber of commerce. So the only ones who could do that are-

“Your majesty.”

Nier brought me back to my senses. I quickly returned to reality and found myself standing in front of the candy stand. I turned around and saw the angel underneath the ice-cold autumn evening sunlight. The sun was opposite me and the angel cast its shadow over me. I looked at the stone statue. The angel’s smile looked crooked like a ridiculing look worn by a devil.

I don’t know if the church has the rights to repossess copper coins. If they don’t, they violated the law. While the law might not be able to put a dent in them, I should at least be able to find a weak point to exploit. There are quite a number of organisations that are capable of repossessing the copper coins. However, the only other place that could shelter an organisation in this land other than the national chief executive’s manor would be the church.

The question now is how will I be able to find out about the existence of that sum of money? I need to go and ask some followers. I need to ask the religious people here if they gave the church money. I think it’d be a little awkward to go to the farms. I can move about in the city freely. However, mom is the same as Vyvyan. I don’t think she’d let me leave the royal capital.  If I can’t interact with them, how will I know if the church took money from them?

It looks like I must make a trip to the church this time.

Nier called me again: “Your majesty, what are you thinking about?”

I noticed that the candy stand owner was starting to get a little annoyed. Nier looked at me with puzzlement and asked: “Are you thinking about something, your majesty?”

“Yes.”

I nodded. I then brushed my cape, took in a deep breath, looked at Nier and said: “Nier, let’s make a trip to the orphanage first. After that, we need to go to the church.”

“To the church?”

Nier paused for a moment. She then shook her head and continued, “You can’t, your majesty. I cannot let you go to the church.”

“Why?! Didn’t you say you would follow me no matter where I went?” I stared at Nier stunned. That’s not what you said before. The reason I dare to go to the church, the enemies’ camp, to look into things precisely because I have you by my side. If you don’t come, I worry that I won’t make it out alive. I’m not afraid of dying, but if I die, how am I going to investigate this?  If Nier doesn’t let me go, I really will have to leave the city.

“That was before. Her majesty gave me an order to stop you if you wanted to go to the church. Therefore, I won’t let you go to the church.”

Nier looked at me. While what she just said was the complete opposite of what she said previously, she didn’t show any guilt. I thought she was on my side before. Nier was the only one who stood behind me that night. She was the only one who encouraged me. And yet now she’s going against me!

At the end of the day, Nier won’t help me. Nier is… is loyal to the empress.

I looked at Nier, clenched my teeth and exclaimed: “What about my safety then? How are you going to protect me if I go to the church?! Aren’t you my bodyguard?!”

“If you don’t go to the church, you won’t be in danger.” Nier looked at me and continued in a composed manner, “I certainly am your bodyguard. However, I am also a Valkyrie. I don’t take orders from anyone. Since her majesty ordered you not to approach the church, I shall not let you go even if I must resort to violence.”

I looked at Nier. I couldn’t stubbornly go. I couldn’t shake off Nier, nor could I beat her. Mom knows me too well. We barely spoke, and yet mom knew that I wouldn’t give up so easily. Nier won’t pledge her loyalty to me. She’s a Valkyrie, a member of the empress’s guard unit.

So how shall I persuade Nier……?

“Nier, let’s discuss this.”

I looked at Nier and she looked back at me. She shook her head and replied: “I will not go against her majesty’s order.”

“Let’s discuss this then. Nier, I’m going to the church for the children this time.”

I looked at Nier. If it were Nier in the past, I would definitely be at a loss. However, Nier as she is at current had a weakness. Nier could give her everything to children. I thought it was worth a try.

Of course, I knew that Nier held the empress’s orders in the highest regard. But if I were to choose my words carefully…

“I’m not going to investigate anything. I just want to… go and pray for the children. I think I might be able to find a way to save that group of children if I go to the church.”

Pray my ass. I don’t believe in god.

Nier looked at me with a cold look. She hesitated. I looked at her but she didn’t budge.

After exchanging glances for a second, Nier said: “Alright. However, you must not do anything that will attract attention, your majesty. You are only to pray at the church. Please do not do anything that will put yourself in danger, otherwise, I shall take you back to the palace.”

I looked at Nier’s eyes and mumbled: “Alright.”
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We didn’t stay at the orphanage for too long since we had to go to the church next. I noticed that the children had already become close to Nier. They were close enough for Nier to allow the boys to touch her sword with a smile on her face. Nier really likes children and she understands how to interact with them. I just wish she could focus her energy on me. After hearing my recount, the dean looked very disappointed. However, I promised him I wouldn’t just give up, and that I would continue trying. I guess that could give him some confidence. To be honest, I don’t really want to keep him waiting like this since I can’t guarantee that I will be able to solve the problem. Being in despair right from the start is better than holding on to hope, only to die in the end.

But how many people can actually withstand holding onto the pain of despair right from the start?

Nier and I bid goodbye to the orphanage and headed to the large church. The church wasn’t built much differently to the gothic design I knew. It was just that it somewhat resembled the palace. It had a hollow square design from a bird’s eye view. In the centre was a circle. It looks like this church can house people. Overhead the spot where you pray in the church was the huge angel-statue. The statue looked the same from below. It looked like a massive clock.

I raised my head up and looked at the grey structure in front of me. The colourful glass illustrated a heroic epic and holy story. People dressed in a red, white and black long robe walked past me with fast steps. There was also a dignified looking young individual dressed in a simple grey long-robe carrying books who walked into the church. Perhaps they were apprentices.

I don’t know what taboos the religions here have, nor do I know what rules the church has. I don’t believe in god, but some overwhelming belief was pushing me, making me question my own religious beliefs. Since everyone here believed in god, it might seem wrong if I don’t.

I can’t think like this. There’s no such thing as deities or gods. We in the working class are most noble.

I stood firm in my belief that god doesn’t exist and then took a big step onto the marble steps. Nier followed behind me. She softly whispered: “Your majesty, remember what you promised me.”

“I know.”

I nodded and stepped into the church. After entering the church, I discovered that the interior was very ordinary. There were just rows of benches and a tall statue of the god at the forefront which was so tall I could only see his chin when I looked up. There were a decent number of people seated at the rows of benches below. They all had their heads lowered and hands clasped. Maybe they were praying.

A clergy dressed in a long white robe came up to me all of a sudden. He looked at me with a smile and asked: “Mister, is there something I can help you with?”

His kind smile resembled that of a child’s. I shook my head and looked at Nier who stood behind me. Nier looked at me vigilantly like she was afraid I’d do something.

I shook my head and then replied: “No, I’m fine, thank you.”

“It’s alright my child. You must have a lot of worries at your age, so you need not hold it in. Please share it with our god. I believe that god will definitely help you overcome it.”

The clergy left after he said that to me with a smile on his face. I looked at the rows of benches and found an empty spot to sit down. Nier sat next to me and looked at the statue of god ahead of us. I smiled bitterly. If there was any meaning in praying, this world would be more beautiful because it’s the one form of hope that isn’t worth a penny. However, I think that only thing worth money that a person possesses once they place their hope with god is their prayer.

God is the most useless existence in this world, or rather, the world would be better off without god. As opposed to saying god exists, it’s better to say that god exists because of people. If people didn’t believe in god, god wouldn’t exist. In other words, without suffering, god wouldn’t exist. If god exists, suffering will inevitably exist. People will achieve salvation when they no longer need god. While it sounds like I’m ridiculing, it’s a matter of fact.

I looked at Nier and softly asked: “Nier, do you believe in god?”

Nier replied without a moment of hesitation: “No.”

“Why?”

“Because I only believe in her majesty. When I was on the verge of starving and freezing to death when I was young, it was her majesty who saved me, not god. Therefore, I only believe in her majesty.” Nier looked at the statue of god ahead of us and calmly continued, “Her majesty never relied on the power of god once to win her battles when she conquered the south. She relied on her bravery and intellect. God never appeared, so why do I have to believe in god?”

Just as we were about to express our shared agreement on the topic, a friendly voice spoke to us from behind: “Children, you cannot question god.”

We stood up and turned around. An individual dressed in a long red robe wearing a red hat stepped out. He looked somewhat chubby but his movements were very agile. A few others also dressed in the long red robe but without the hat followed behind him. Nier looked at him and frowned as she was slightly disgusted by him. However, she still spoke politely nonetheless: “Greetings, archbishop.”

“Archbishop?!”

I looked at the fatty in red standing before me shocked. He looked at me and I saw his chubby chin jiggle. He revealed a smile and said: “You need not mind the formalities, your majesty. I heard you came here to pray today, so I rushed over. I believe god will be moved by your worries. It looks like you are suffering a lot, your majesty, otherwise you would not question god.”

I heard Nier scoff from behind. I looked at the archbishop in front of me, smiled helplessly and replied: “Perhaps it is because god didn’t help me with my troubles. If my sincere prayers were ineffective, I think that everyone will begin to question god.”

I never imagined I’d be discovered so quickly. It looks like the church recognises me. Now, how do they know me? I’ve never appeared before.

The archbishop didn’t react to my words. He just smiled and replied: “I think you need to be patient, your majesty. God is fair. He will not show bias because of one’s identity or wealth. I believe that your worries will reach god’s ears. Before god gets to it, how about letting us help you? Sometimes we can help god solve some problems.”

The archbishop looked at me and made a hand gesture. It looks like he wants to speak to me upstairs. I noticed Nier tugging my shirt sleeve from behind. But it’ll seem rude if I don’t go with him in this situation. I don’t believe they’ll try something funny here. Moreover, there’s no proof that the church wants to hurt me yet. The church definitely conducts misdeeds; it’s just that I don’t know how corrupt they are yet.

“Alright.”

I nodded and then turned around to quietly say to Nier: “It’s fine, Nier. Just follow me closely.”

Nier looked at me and let out a helpless sigh. She then put her hand back below her cape. I reckon Nier’s hand is pressed on her sword handle right now. The archbishop smiled. I still couldn’t tell what category his smile belonged to, but I intend to treat it as a villainous smile and deal with him as a villain.
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We had to climb a very high fleet of stairs to reach the archbishops office. It was virtually like climbing a tower. On all four sides of the hollow square shaped building from a bird’s eye view were towers, connected by aisles. The archbishop leisurely walked ahead of me. I started to pant gently from behind. I don’t get it. How is the archbishop fat when he has to walk this tiring path daily? It doesn’t match up. If it didn’t look like he was walking a familiar path, I would’ve suspected him of luring me high up to push me down.

Nier followed behind me. The archbishop didn’t bring anyone with him. I noticed that the church had their own combat force inside the church. They were troops wearing armour and cloth capes. It reminded me of the crusades’ three main knight platoons. It’s just that there are guns in this era. Surely these troops have practical skills.

Even if we were to get into a fight, I trust that Nier can take on multiple of them all at once alone. However, the archbishop didn’t look like he was trying to get into a conflict with me. Regardless of what the case may be, up until now, all of the clergies have treated me with courtesy. Nothing looked suspicious.

Underneath the large statue of god was overflowing devotion and conviction. Had I not been told about the church, I would’ve been shocked by the church. Heck, I would’ve worshipped the church for being so upright. But I now feel that the church is hiding something frightening. Who knows how many corrupt things are happening behind their upright facade.

We finally arrived. The archbishop pulled the door open, looked at me and with a smile said: “Please enter, your majesty. But will your bodyguard be coming in when there is no need for her to?”

“I am his majesty’s bodyguard and must stay by his majesty’s side unless there are special circumstances.” Nier looked at the archbishop without fear and a stern expression. She said: “I must always stay by his majesty’s side.”

“That wouldn’t be such a good idea since my conversation with his majesty should be kept secret, especially when his majesty shares his woes. His majesty is not the only one I treat this way. This applies for everyone no matter who they are. Sometimes one’s woes are filthy and evil, and since secrets could be revealed by those who hear it, it must be kept secret.”

The archbishop revealed a laid back smile and continued, “I am doing this to protect his majesty’s secrets. I believe that his majesty has some desires he would not want for others to know.”

“I will not reveal his majesty’s conversation!” Nier angrily continued, “I am his majesty’s bodyguard, his majesty’s trusted existence! I know that I must keep his majesty’s secret, I don’t need you to tell me that! I am aware that!”

The archbishop looked at Nier and nonchalantly asked: “Is that right? But I only see the Valkyries coat of arms. I don’t see anything to signify his majesty’s trust. You are a Valkyrie. Would you be able to keep the secret if her majesty were to ask?”

Everything Nier just said disappeared with the wind. She looked at the archbishop blankly and was on the verge of grinding her teeth, but she had nothing to rebuff with because he was right. She isn’t my bodyguard. She’s a Valkyrie. I looked at Nier and could see that she too understood that.

If I want to continue with my investigation, I can’t let Nier come along. There’s no way Nier will help me, and to the contrary, will ruin my efforts. I’ve already come this far. There’s no danger. A fatty shouldn’t be a threat for me. I touched my gun at my waist. Nier turned to look at me as if she was waiting for me to ask her to follow me.

“Nier, wait for me outside. I’ll be out right away.”

“Your majesty!”

“I’ll be out right away.”

Nier looked at me with astonishment. Her expression revealed her anger as if I lied to her. However, she couldn’t argue back. She clenched her teeth and stood at the door. The archbishop nodded with satisfaction. He then smiled and made an invitational hand gesture for me to enter the room.

It was a very small attic. On all four sides were tall bookshelves. There was only one tiny window where you could see the flower garden outside. However, the flower garden was now empty with only soil left behind. The window was directly opposite the door. In front was a desk with a pile of parchments on it. On two sides of the desk were chairs. At this moment, the archbishop had seated himself in the chair by the window. He then said: “Please sit, your majesty.”

I walked up to the seat in front of him and sat down. His face wasn’t very visible due to the sunlight. He smiled as he looked at me and said: “Don’t worry, my child. Please share with me your woes now. Sometimes, we can feel a lot better by letting it out, even if we are helpless.”

I looked at the archbishop’s face. I couldn’t see it clearly because the sun was behind him. I didn’t know what expression he was wearing or what he was thinking. I didn’t speak out. I looked at the messy pile of parchments in front of me and pondered how I should word my questions to find out what I wanted to know. What I want to know is if they were responsible for repossessing the copper coins on the market, their involvement with the orphanage and about Mera.

Asking too much at once is the equivalent of a death-wish. I need to find an appropriate moment to bring up the topic.

“Are you thinking, your majesty? Since that is the case, allow me to guess.”

He didn’t give me any time though. He smiled and shifted his hands underneath the table. I began to stand up and reach for my gun behind me. I went into a fight-or-flight response mode. I’m confident that I can kill him at this distance if he pulls out a blade or something. I’m not worried with Nier on guard outside and there’s no way to hide someone in here.

He took out a small box from underneath the table and handed it to me. I froze up for a second and looked at it blankly. He smiled, noticed my anxious state, and then opened up the box.

Inside were shiny gold coins. The gold coins were placed neatly and filled the entire small box. I looked at the small box blankly. While it was just a small box, inside were at least a few hundred gold coins. The archbishop placed the box in front of me, and then stood up and said: “I heard that you had been visiting the orphanage frequently recently. As an outstanding prince that is concerned about his people, you should do something. But you should be aware that the land is the church’s everything. You must have been busy recently for their sake I presume. If I am not wrong, that is your concern. The church is not cold-blooded. Even if we are a church, we too have times when we have inadequate finances. Relying on donations alone is not always sufficient……”

I looked at him with a cold stare and asked: “Is accumulating wealth through unfair means your idea of donations? Are you certain that their donations are voluntary?”

He looked at me, smiled and replied: “Of course. Our believers believe that they can erase their sins with money so they donate. These donations were all voluntary.”

“Are you talking about this here?”

“Do you have suspicions about our finances, your majesty?” The archbishop chuckled. He then blinked his eyes and continued, “Of course, we can let you check our finances. We can let you examine our land and every gold coin. If you cannot find anything, I hope that you will apologise before god for your disrespect.”

He still wore his smile, but I could see that he was laid-back from his eyes. I looked at him and clenched my teeth. Seeing how he’s so confident, there’s either no issue, or the issue had been completely erased. What shall I do now? If I give up now after coming all the way here, all my effort up until now will be wasted.

“Alright!”

There must be problem. I firmly believe that I’ll find something.

   l   

 

	

	
	

					
    

    
        Chapter 17

        





Asset disclosure is honestly a very time-consuming job that also requires a lot of effort because the job isn’t to just display assets for everybody to view. It requires one to cross-check if the income and expenses between the finance records and income match. You also need to check to see if there are any signs of money laundering. While there’s no point in laundering money in this era, it’s still a challenge to ensure that the two match. It’s not a job you can complete in a single day. For an industry as large as the church’s it could take about a year. In other words, I’ll be able to find out if the church’s income is coming from legitimate sources if I investigate them for one year.

However, I don’t care what sort of corrupt behaviour they’ve been up to. It’s got nothing to do with me, so I don’t care about it. Right now, I just want to see where the church is stashing its piles of copper coins. If I can find it, I’ll be able to repossess the pile of coins that haven’t been approved by the royal family yet.

I don’t care who the church thinks they are. You took coins that haven’t been approved by the royal family. That’s against the law. The only entity allowed to legally tax people is the empire. I’m making this statement after reading up on the empire’s laws.

“So how do you intend to start, your majesty? Our records will be delivered in a few days. I think you will be done checking in about a year, right?”

“No.” I shook my head, looked at him and continued, “I want to see where you are storing your money right now.”

Who gives a toss if you people have a finance issue or not?

He froze up. He looked at me confused, and repeated my question: “Where we store our money? Right now?”

“That’s right. The storage where you are currently storing your money. I want to see the money inside.” I looked at him and smiled casually, “Just let me see it and I’ll be fine without seeing everything else. If there is a problem there then all of your numbers will naturally have a problem. If there is no problem with it, then your other finance related aspects will be fine too.”

“There is no problem, it’s just that I have to remind you that it is still in-work, your majesty, did you forget by any chance?” He calmed down and looked at me as he spoke with a smile. His smile looked like it was hiding a sense of jeering. It seems that he thinks I’m scared which must be why he reminded me.

I looked at him and calmly replied: “I know.”

“Alright, this way then.”

It was boring on the way. Nier was looking at me angrily the entire time but I pretended to not notice. I’m actually confident that the copper coins are gone, so they must be here at the church. There’s no way the church would dig a hole to bury that many gold coins. Moreover, the church must need the money too. The fact that the church wants to forcefully repossess the block of land in order to stop me from interfering tells me that the church isn’t prosperous as it appears on the surface. It looks like the church is in a financial pinch. To put it another way, the church definitely needs to use the copper coins, and hence won’t hide them.

I just need to see them. I don’t think the church would imagine that I’d start with the copper coins. I don’t intend to investigate where you got them from. You’re telling me they’re donations? You’re telling me people kept donating and donating until the value of copper coins in the entire empire appreciated? If you were telling me it was due to a catastrophe, I might believe you. But there’s nothing of the sort happening right now. And one last thing, people might as well stick to praying for good fortune if they can’t afford things that you’d buy with copper coins.

Underneath the church must be filled with copper coins. They have no way of denying this.

It might be explainable if we were operating based on a paper currency economy, but we’re talking about a boat-load of coins. They have no way of talking their way out of it.

Nier who was following behind me softly said: “Your majesty, you seem to be very confident.”

I nodded: “Uhm.”

Walking in front of me, the archbishop arranged for people to prepare to open the money storage. He turned around, smiled and said: “Every dollar the church possesses has its origins recorded. The origin of every dollar the church has right now can be traced. Your majesty, do you not trust me? We are under the watchful gaze of god. We cannot possibly lie.”

“If you want people to trust you then do things that convince people to trust you.” I smiled coldly and added, “Bring your recent records here. We’ll have an answer once we compare your books.”

“I have asked someone to go and fetch them already.”

The archbishop looked at me and stood before the warehouse. The warehouse requires two people to open the lock on the door to it. It looks like it’s been reinforced with lead, so it’s extremely sturdy. We stood at the entrance and waited for it to be opened. Nier stood behind me, sighed and softly said: “Your majesty, the origins of their every dollar must be recorded. It’s pointless to investigate this sort of thing.”

“Not every dollar.”

“It will be recorded! Even normal corrupt officials would do that, so it goes without saying that the church would!”

“It’s fine. What I want to see isn’t their records. That sort of stuff would be something Castell would look at, not me.” I smiled and then continued, “I want to see something on a deeper level, something objective. I don’t want to just run my eyes over numbers a few people wrote. I want to see something concrete. Numbers can be forged, but coins can’t.”

“What exactly are you…..”

Nier looked at me puzzled. I revealed a mysterious smile but didn’t answer. Nier sighed hopelessly and said: “I don’t know what you want to do but I usually can’t understand what it is you want to do. However, I do feel that you are talented with money after the incident with Castor last time nonetheless, so I shall trust you, your majesty.”

I looked at the large door in front of me and said with maximum confidence: “If I am correct, then the orphanage’s problem will be solved.”

If the worth of copper coins appreciated, then at least more than half of the copper coins are here. Even if they’re just copper coins, all in all, they should total about thirty-thousand gold coins, right…? Maybe not…… There might not even be half. But I’ll have seized the church’s weakness. Even if I don’t manage to get thirty-thousand gold coins, I can still allow the orphanage to continue operating.

Directly taking the copper coins away is the stupidest choice. It would be pointless for me to take it all away. What am I going to do? Re-distribute it? While that would elevate my name in a positive way, that wouldn’t serve any purpose other than antagonising the church. I decided to leave it at the church. As long as the sum is still here, I’ll have their weak-point in my grasp, and we won’t be at odds with each other. Both parties benefit and I would’ve solved the problem.

I’m a genius.

After I solve this, I can leverage their weakness to get what I want. Perhaps I can find out who the people who blackmailed Mera were. After I find out who they are, I’m going to personally kill all of the humans who killed Mera’s people. I want to run the blade I used to stab Mera with through their chests. I want vengeance. I want to get revenge with my own power.

“Sir, the key is ready. Do you want us to open the door?”

“Wait.”

I looked at the two people who came over holding the keys and cut them off. They looked at me and asked: “Your majesty, do you have orders? Or did you want to personally open the door?”

“No, I’ll let you open the door. I want to take a look at the books.”

Of course, asking for them is pointless. However, the show must go on. I can’t smile. I’m going to win soon. I can’t smile.

“It is only reasonable for you to ask.”

After hearing what I said, the archbishop looked like he was relieved and passed me the book. I skimmed through it. There was nothing interesting about it. I don’t have any interest in these numbers of yours. I don’t want this. What I want is your pile of copper coins that have shady origins!

You can forge your records to explain where the coins came from, but with so many copper coins gathered in such a short time, causing the worth of copper coins to appreciate, you think you can convince me you obtained them through upright means?

“Alright, open up.”

I waved my hand and the two keys enter the key holes.

They slowly pushed the lead door open. I took in a deep breath and looked at the warehouse that was gleaming like sun-rays…….
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I didn’t see a mountain of copper coins in the warehouse like I imagined…… Well I guess it’s impossible. Nobody would just casually make a mountain out of money like that. Inside were neatly placed money chests. Every single chest had seals on them. The money chests were very familiar because not everybody can create them. The empire determines the dimensions of the chests and distributes them, so regardless of locations and regions, they’re all the same.

“Your majesty, please feel free.”

If this massive collection of chests were filled with gold coins, then how would the church have financial issues? I was fine after I saw so many chests. Inside of them are definitely copper coins, otherwise, there’d be no reason for there to be so many chests.

“Now, your majesty, please start…… Your majesty! Your majesty!”

Just as the archbishop was about to compare the books I had already walked up to a chest and crouched down. I tore off the seal and then said: “Open this chest.”

“But… comparing the books…….”

“There won’t be a need for that. Open the chest.”

I turned my head around and looked at him. The archbishop’s expression showed a hint of suspicion and anxiety. I smiled taciturnly to myself. Could it be that he doesn’t know what I want to do? Did he really think I came here to check the books? Did you people think that I wouldn’t notice that there was a problem with the copper coins if you forged the records? But if I didn’t purchase things, I wouldn’t understand this either. I don’t think finance as a subject is advanced as I know it in this era.

The archbishop passed me the key. I nodded. Nier walked up to my side, looked at the chest and asked: “Do you want to open it, your majesty?”

“Yes.”

I inserted the key into the key hole and turned it. After I heard a click, I removed the lock with anticipation. Nier reached her hand out to open the chest before us.

There was nothing shiny inside. Instead, it was littered with copper coins. The coins were in all sorts of conditions, some even covered with mud. The print of some coins had begun to fade due to the friction created when counting. There were even some copper coins with some green stuff on them. These coins were given to the church from the lower-class labourers. They personally gave them to the church with their own hands. These were the coins they “donated”.

I smiled. It’s just as I thought. The church accepted a large sum of copper coins without the approval of the royal family. No organisation is allowed to collect and stash distributed coins like this as it would impact the finance system. Even Castor had to resort to scheming, getting exchangers to spread rumours to incite people into exchanging their currency.

Let’s see you explain yourselves now.

“I’d like to hear you explain this stash of copper coins.”

I locked up the chest and then sat on it. I looked at the archbishop while wearing the smile of a victor. They have no way of playing this off now. Since this place is filled with copper coins, can you tell me that these dozens of chests of copper coins came from donations? You’re telling me that they donated a warehouse worth of coins? You call this donation? Not even robbers make this much.

The archbishop froze up. He wore a strange smile and looked like he was going to burst out in laughter. I waited. It’s come to this already. I’ve found this stash of copper coins. How is he still able to laugh? Do they have a means of laundering this stash or something?

They can’t launder it with just a few numbers on paper. They have to explain its origins and how it will be spent. We aren’t talking about a few hundred dollar bills that could be laundered under the name of questionable companies. What, they’re going to do business with copper coins? Doing big business with copper coins is honestly pointless. How many people would you need to move the money out of this warehouse?

“Your majesty, this stash of copper coins is the donations we received over a month. There are a total of one thousand coins. Please verify it.”

He slowly flipped through the records in his hand and placed it in front of me. After a pause, I smiled and said: “Yes, I know that this must be the donations you received. But don’t tell me this……”

“Your majesty, I am referring to this one chest of copper coins. I am not talking about the other chests.”

“Other chests?!”

I was greatly astonished. He revealed a what-did-you-expect look. I clenched my teeth. It looks like I was overconfident. What I was after was this warehouse being filled with copper coins, not just there being copper coins here. However, all the chests here were chests for copper coins. The chests for silver and gold coins are different sizes because each chest is designed to fit the coins specific dimensions. If you place the coins properly, a copper coin chest can fit one thousand copper coins and a gold coin chest can fit five hundred gold coins. This is done so that when you check them, you just need to see if the coins line up and you’ll be able to determine if the number of coins present is correct or not. They’re designed that way for convenience in business.

In other words, the chests before me right now are all the same. They can all store a thousand copper coins each. They’re copper coin chests. Could the church have used copper coin chests to store gold coins? If they did, then what of the copper coins then? Did they just mysteriously vanish? They didn’t obtain them from a business deal. The church couldn’t possibly have placed it in the bank.

It would be much simpler to investigate it if it was placed in the bank. The safest place to hide money with shady origins like this is your own home. So, the other chests……

I looked at Nier who opened a second chest with a stunned look. It was empty.

The third chest was empty.

The fourth chest was empty.

The fifth, sixth and seventh chest was empty.

“Bring me one with something in it!!”

I looked at the people moving the chests and shouted. I anxiously looked at the chest in front of me. Yes. Yes, I could see a collection of chests, but I wasn’t sure if they had anything inside. If the chests here didn’t have coins, then they can write it off as a month’s worth of donations, and I’ll be empty handed!

So where are the copper coins?! I want to know the whereabouts of the copper coins! Where are the missing copper coins that have impacted the entire coin system? If they’re not at the church, are you telling me they’re at the palace?! So who on Earth repossessed the huge sum of copper coins then?! Nobody else besides the church and the royal court could repossess the copper coins! I don’t believe there to be anyone like that! I don’t believe that mom would repossess the copper coins because it’s meaningless!!

The archbishop revealed a scheming smile combined with extreme satisfaction. He wore a look like a zookeeper who caught a monkey in his zoo and was laughing at me mockingly. I wanted to find his weakness and exploit it, yet I got played by them. Did they know what my intent was right from the get-go? So everything was within the archbishop’s control and I got played?!

A strong sense of defeat and mortification brushed my heart. I clenched my teeth tightly. Layers of sweat formed on my forehead. The archbishop looked at a heavy chest placed in front of me with satisfaction. This chest wasn’t empty. If there are copper coins in here, I can still turn it around. If inside it is……

My body shook. I crouched down and opened the lock. The sound of the lock unlocking was like a rope slowly tightening itself around my neck. I stared at the chest intently as though there was a bomb inside. I don’t think I was this nervous when I conducted experiments with explosives with fellow classmates.

*Kachik*

The lock unlocked. Nier reached her hand out and pushed the chest open.

Inside were shiny gold coins.

“This……. This…….”

Everything in front of me turned dark. My legs went weak and I dropped onto the ground, blankly looking at the gold coins before me utterly stunned.

“Your majesty, I know what you want.”

The archbishop finally revealed a happy laugh as if he was performing a fantastic comedy skit for me. I got played like a clown and yet I proudly thought I had everything under control. The archbishop walked up to my side, bent over and by my ear said with laughter: “If you are looking for a large stash of copper coins, I trust that it would be more appropriate to ask the people in the palace…….”
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“Of course. I am just putting it out there. God does not force anyone, nor will he threaten anyone. You did what you did for the sake of the people. We too do what we do for the sake of the people.” This time, I sat at the side of the table mortified. The archbishop wore a generous smile and looked at me. He leisurely sat opposite me and drank his tea. Nier stood behind me. She looked at him and said: “Even if you force his majesty, his majesty will never kneel. He represents the royal family’s dignity and honour. I won’t allow you to insult the royal family even if it means that I have to draw my sword.”

“That is exactly why I won’t ask his majesty to kneel down. I was just joking.”

The archbishop laughed like a beaver, tapping his belly as he laughed. He then looked at me, handed me a small container and said: “Your majesty, please do not take what happened today to heart. It is the fortune of the people to have you concern yourself for their sake. We as the servants of god do need to feed ourselves, so let us end today’s matter here. You saw it too, our finances are indeed tight. We need to repossess that block of land. This is our compensation. Please accept it. We shall proceed as planned and repossess the land.”

I looked at the gold coins in the small case in front of me. I clenched my fists tightly, almost enough to stab into my own flesh. My gut felt wrenched, making me feel sick. I resisted my impulse to jump up and get in his face. I was filled with mortification and I felt wronged, as well as feeling the pain of being humiliated.

I thought I could grasp their weak-point, yet I had mine caught instead. I didn’t kneel down as we agreed. If I knelt down this matter would be over. But since I didn’t, they’ll be able to blame me and bad-mouth me behind my back. I represent the royal family’s dignity and honour. If I kneel, it would be the equivalent of the royal family kneeling before the church. If I don’t kneel, the church will accuse the royal family of not keeping its word. So what could I do? I had no choice but to suck it up and drop the matter.

I’m the prince. I can’t joke around with mom’s honour. People might not say anything about me, but her majesty’s honour cannot be tarnished. If her majesty loses her honour and dignity, the people will become frightened. In fact, they might even do something.

I don’t have any plan I can use right now. I don’t have any way of salvaging the current situation. I’ve completely lost. My plan was wrong right from the start. The moment I mentioned wanting to check the church’s current finances, the archbishop had figured out what I was planning. And here I thought I was the one running circles around the archbishop. In reality, he was the one ensnaring me in his trap.

I was like a rat that thought it managed to steal a block of cheese, only to find out the trap had fallen down on me, leaving me in a bloody mess.

I’m out of ideas now. I can only accept this container and then shut my mouth, never asking about the orphanage again. I came here because I wanted to resolve the orphanage’s matter, but my arrival was actually the best way for them to make me give up.

Are my plans useless against these old fat-asses?

I clenched my teeth tightly and silently picked up the small case. The archbishop smiled as he sat back into his chair and then said: “Your majesty, I enjoyed my chat with you this time. I hope you can come by frequently. Although you don’t believe in god, you should have witnessed that god will help his believers solve their problems.”

“……. Goodbye.”

“I won’t be seeing you out. Goodnight, your majesty.”

I picked up my cape, wrapped it around my shoulders and then turned around and left.

“Damn it! Damn it! Damn iiiiiiit!!!”

As soon as I left the church, I punched a stone wall at the corner of the street while shouting at it. I panted heavily. I yanked my cape off with one hand. The anger in my chest hurt me enough to set me ablaze. I had no way of venting. Who can I take it out on? It was my own mistake. I can only let it burn me. This way, I’ll be able to get a quick death and won’t have to put up with the humiliation!

Bloody hell….. That was so humiliating…… I’m bloody disgusted……. It hurts so bad…… He stepped all over my dignity. I was nothing more than a clown to him. My plan and actions that I thought were perfect were treated as a joke by them. Not only did I fail to achieve my goals, I instead helped them achieve theirs.

“Your majesty, I warned you not to step out of line.”

Nier gave me a cold look from behind. Her tone carried her anger she couldn’t suppress. She continued: “Now do you know why I wouldn’t let you go to the church? Did you manage to discover anything?”

“This isn’t what I wanted!”

I turned my head around. I grinded my teeth as I looked at Nier. I can’t blame Nier because I lied to her. I could only go to the church if I lied to Nier. I got lied to because I lied to Nier. Nier should be the one who’s most hurt in this mess. I thumbed my chest and told her I’d solve this problem, yet I ended up destroying the orphanage with my own hands. If I hadn’t screwed up, the orphanage would’ve had a shred of hope, but now they’re completely done for.

I can’t get involved with the orphanage again. As a matter of fact, I won’t even be able to go there again. I can’t let the church see me there. In other words, Nier won’t be able to see the children again either.

“Are you satisfied now? Not only did you find out nothing, you even sacrificed those kids!” Nier looked at me and angrily continued, “I thought you at least had some preparations, but you didn’t, and yet you went. I tried to stop you, but you still insisted on going alone. That isn’t called courage! It’s stupidity! And you… you’re the one who have sent those kids to their doom!”

“It’s not my fault!”

I looked at Nier and lost it. Even though I kept telling myself it wasn’t Nier’s fault, I still couldn’t resist the torturous anger in my head. I looked at Nier and shouted: “What happened to those children wasn’t my fault! It’s not my fault that they’re orphans! I’m not the one that’s repossessing the land! My original plan wasn’t to save them! Their lives have nothing to do with me! What I want to know right now is who killed my Mera!”

“Did you find out then?! You brought the children into it, so where’s your return?! I told you not to go. Mr. Castell told you not to go. Even her majesty told you not to go. What have you achieved?!”

Nier completely lost it with me. She grabbed her sword handle tightly and shouted at me: “That’s right, those children are nothing from your perspective. They’re just your pawns, am I right? But I care! I know what sort of life they lead! I know the fear of freezing and starving. You have never suffered that as the prince, that’s why you can ditch the children without a care! Those kids are going to die because of you!”

“Shut up! You’re my bodyguard, you have no right to speak to me like this!”

“I am a Valkyrie! I have never sworn loyalty to you!”

“Leave then! Go protect mom! Go protect your empress! I’ll tell mom to get me another bodyguard to replace you! You go and be the loyal dog you are!! I thought we were friends. I thought you had changed the way you saw me. I’ve tried to change, but you wouldn’t even show me a smile! I don’t care anymore! I’m fed up! Go protect your empress! My life has nothing to do with you from here on out!!!”

I went completely bonkers, causing my voice to alter as well. My voice carried a hint of pain as if my anger was going to tear my throat apart. All my strength left my body. I started to feel dizzy because I was short of breath after shouting. Despite that, I still shouted at Nier.

Nier looked at me. Nier’s hands were trembling from her anger. Her beautiful face now looked hideous. This was what Nier had hoped for most. She wanted to leave this so-called prince and return to the empress’s side. But what he said infuriated her. A sense of despair and anger gave her an urge to draw her sword and slash the individual before her. She wanted to cut down the wobbling and despair-filled person before her.

“I couldn’t ask for more!”
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“So that’s what happened. I understand.” The empress looked at Nier who was kneeling down on one knee in front of her, switched which leg went over the other, smiled and said, “Rise, Nier. It’s not your fault. It’s my son’s fault. I knew that this would happen. I knew he would go there. He’s not the type of child who would sit still just because he heard it was dangerous. It’s just that he was too naive.”

The empress stood up and walked up to Nier who was still kneeling. She stroked her head and said: “It’s been tough on you during this time, Nier. I haven’t had to worry since you were by my son’s side. You won’t need to bodyguard him in the coming days. I think it’s best if you two separate for some time.”

“Understood.”

Nier raised her head and looked at the empress. As she raised her head, she met eyes with the empress who was lowering her head. Nier reacted surprised and quickly lowered her head.

“You don’t have to be afraid, Nier.”

The empress smiled and pulled Nier up. She then stroked her face. Nier was shocked to receive love from the empress. When she came to see the empress, she had prepared herself for death. She never expected the empress to not blame her. The empress looked at her face and complimented her: “Nier, I feel that you are very beautiful, even as a female.”

“Your majesty… I……”

“No, I should say that you too are a woman.”

The empress hushed Nier who wanted to explain by placing her finger on her lips. Her pretty flower-petal-like lips that were soft and exquisite gently receded. The empress wore an expression that resembled a smile, but at the same time not as she looked at Nier and then said, “I know that you hate the fact that you are a female because your mother abandoned you and eloped with another man. However……”

The empress ran her finger down her flat neck, down her bosom that was evidently perky even through her chest-cloth, and finally stopped at her lower abdomen. Nier looked at the empress’s hand blankly. She looked at the empress, not knowing what she wanted to say. However, the empress was right. She hated the fact that she was a woman.

In her mind, women were bitches that could abandon their child for a man and money. All women were weaklings and filthy to no end. All women were spineless. She always wanted to kill herself because she was a woman. It was thanks to meeting the empress that she realised women could be amazing like her too.

After meeting the empress, she never allowed anybody to look at her as a woman. She trained like a male, did things males did and forbade anyone from mentioning her gender. From her perspective, the empress was the only complete woman. She wasn’t as powerful as the empress yet. She was still the woman she hated.

“But…… You’re a woman after all. Since you’re a woman, it’s hard to avoid developing romantic feelings for a man if you spend a lot of time with him. That is a law of this world that cannot be opposed.”

The empress looked at Nier, smiled and softly said: “Have you been really enjoying your time outside with my son recently? You should move around together with him as his bodyguard, but……”

The empress gently grabbed hold of the small cloth pouch with embroidery on Nier’s belt. The lollies inside rolled around making a depressing sound.

“But… Isn’t your relationship with my son too good?”

“Your majesty, I dare not!!”

Nier quickly went down on her knees. While the empress was wearing a smile, her killing intent around her virtually froze the air in the room. Cold sweat ran down Nier’s back. The empress’s domineering aura smashed onto her back. It felt like her head would be separated from her body if she were to raise her head even slightly.

“You better not, Nier. While I did give you special rights, I didn’t give you the right to fall in love with my son. You are a Valkyrie. Even if you are pretty, you’re just a pretty Valkyrie. My son’s wife won’t be a Valkyrie. His wife will be a princess if not a ruler of a nation. Know your place as a Valkyrie. Stay by my side for now just as you always have.”

The empress sat back on the bed and looked at Nier. She smiled and her killing intent slowly dissipated. Nier quivered as she raised her head and looked at the empress.

Nier let out a breath of relief, and then looked at the ground and softly replied: “As you command…….”

I lied on my bed looking at the pattern on the roof silently.

“Your majesty, have a snack. You did not have dinner either. Are you not hungry?”

I heard a sound from the door and Luna’s somewhat concerned tone.

I rolled over and replied: “I’ll pass……”

“Are you sure…?”

Her voice sounded slightly sad. After a moment of silence, Luna spoke out again. This time it sounded like she was trying to raise her spirits: “Your majesty, Miss Gilliante has not returned yet… Do you want to……”

“Don’t remind me of her!!”

My shout carrying a hint of my sobs frightened Luna. Luna hesitated for a moment before taking out a key from her chest and then opening the door.

“I apologise, your majesty.”

Luna looked at my curled up posture and sighed. I curled myself up as tightly as I could. The humiliation and pain tortured every inch of my heart. My regret and despair suffocated me. Not only did I fail to accomplish what I promised Nier, I even threw away the children’s’ future. I shooed Nier off a second time and even said mean things to her. What have I done today? I’m just a jerk.

I could only vent at those around me. I’m so hopeless that I hate myself. Why didn’t I listen to them today? Why did I have to be so stubborn? Where did I get my confidence from? Just because I solved the matter with Castor, that doesn’t mean that I’m smarter than everyone.

I suck at fighting, and I lack intellect. My past is completely useless here.

I’m no different to garbage here.

“Your majesty…… did you fight with Miss Gilliante?”

Luna knelt in front of the bed and placed her beautiful face before me. She looked at me with worry. She looked at my tears on my face. She reached her hand out to stroke my head.

“I…… I…… Luna…… Luna……. Am I…… Am I useless……? I… I can’t do anything right…… I can’t do anything……. I can only watch those by my side die… I can only hurt those by my side……. I…… I wanted to change, but why…… Why……?”

“That’s not true. Your majesty… I apologise for my rudeness.”

Luna gently hugged my head, pulled it into her soft and warm valleys. Luna gently stroked my head and let me cry in her embrace. She held me like a mother holding her sulking child and gently said: “Your majesty, I don’t know how to console people. When I performed rituals in the past, I could only comfort kids like this. But I don’t think what you said is right. You are not a useless person. You are gentle, kind and respect everyone……”

“But those things are useless! They don’t serve any purpose! Who have I saved with my gentleness? Who have I saved with my kindness?! Those things are all useless! It would be thousands of times faster if I just set the church ablaze!! Mera died in front of me! The orphanage is going to get torn down! I haven’t saved anyone!!”

I shouted in Luna’s embrace. I was filled with a sense of inferiority and hate for myself. I shouted like I had given up on myself. Gentleness and kindness are useless. I’m fed up. I’m fed up of people seeing nothing but my gentleness and kindness. Those are the most useless things in this world. You can’t save anyone with them!

“No, your majesty, you saved me!”

Luna shouted over my voice in my ear. She suddenly tightened her grip on me and said loudly: “You saved me, your majesty. You saved me from that group of people. It was your gentleness that saved me. It was because you showed me respect that I found my pride. The happiness I now have was given to me by you, your majesty. Your majesty, you are not a useless person. Your gentleness and kindness are not useless. You can save people. You are my hero. You are the hero that saved me!”

A few teardrops fell by my ear. Luna hugged me tightly and loudly called me a hero. Luna’s warmth was right by my side. Luna’s words were right by my ear. I gave Luna everything she has. Luna was the only one I saved.

She was the only one who was truly loyal to me by my side. She was the only person I could completely rely on. She was the only person I saved.

I can save others……

I can become someone else’s hero……

After a moment of silence, I softly said: “Luna……”

Luna sniffed and then asked with a smile: ”What is it your majesty?”

“Just hold me like this…… please……”

“Sure, your majesty.”
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“Son, I heard about what happened to you yesterday.”

I sat at the table and had my head down as I looked at the bread and honey in front of me. I quietly replied: “Sorry, mom.”

Nier was standing behind the empress opposite me. She had her hand on her sword handle as she trained her eyes ahead of her. She didn’t look at me.

“Ah…… No! That’s not it! Mommy isn’t criticising you! That’s not what mommy meant!!”

Mom waved her hands in a flustered fashion and loudly said, “Mommy wasn’t faulting you! Don’t be upset, son! Mommy really wasn’t blaming you! Really! Mommy is just worried about you. Mommy is very happy to see you happy. Mommy won’t criticise you because of what happened. Honest.”

I raised my head with a bitter smile on my face. I looked at mom who was desperately trying to explain herself, afraid that I would be upset, and replied: “It’s fine, mom. It was my mistake. I didn’t listen to your advice. I was overconfident and acted on my own, causing you trouble. I’m very sorry, mom. I’m very sorry. So please don’t worry mom. Critique me as you see fit.”

Half of my apology was to the empress, and the other half was to Nier. Mom stayed mull for a moment and scanned me as if it were the first time she’d seen me like this. Nier on the other hand didn’t budge. And no, she didn’t shift her line of sight. A moment later, mom smiled and in a relieved tone said: “Son, criticising someone is meant to serve to inform them of their mistake. Since you’re aware of your mistake now, what reason is there for mom to criticise you? What’s happened has happened. What we need to think about isn’t why it happened, but how to resolve it. I understand your method now. I don’t think your thinking was wrong. It’s just that you acted too hastily. This is good. Learn to keep your calm in the future, son.”

“Yes. Thank you, mom.”

I lowered my head and finished the food in front of me. I then stood up, looked at mom and said, “Mom, I’m leaving now.”

“Hmm? What’s your plan, son?”

“I don’t have any plans. I don’t intend to leave the palace today.”

“That’s good. Have a good rest today, son. You don’t have to do anything about what happened now, son.”

Mom smiled and nodded. She then said, “Drink with mommy again tonight, son. A shipment of wine from the desert came this time. Mommy really likes it.

“Alright.”

I nodded and then left the dining hall.

The empress watched her son leave and then let out a sigh of relief before patting her chest. The empress looked more nervous than her son was before. She let out a big breath of air and said: “I’m so glad. I’m so glad. My son isn’t angry. He’s not angry. I didn’t make him upset. I’m so, so glad.”

“……”

Nier didn’t say anything as she stood behind her.

“What’s wrong, Nier? I’d say it’s more correct to say that my son was apologising to you instead of me just now.”

Nier looked at the empress and replied: “I dare not, your majesty. How could I be angry with his majesty?”

“Is that right?”

The empress smiled as she looked at Nier. She then stretched her back and then wore a serious expression, and said: “Call my scouts over. I shall order them to launch an investigation.”

“Roger.” Nier bowed and then turned around. The large window where the sun shone through highlighted her entire body. Today is a rare warm day late in autumn. The sun was no longer cold. It was warm now. In front of the window, the empress walked across with the maid in black and white in tow. The maid wore a bright smile on her beautiful white face.

“Nier?”

“Sorry, your majesty.”

Nier realised she actually spaced out for a moment. She then left the dining hall. When she raised her head up, she could see the bright sunlight. If not for what happened yesterday, she could probably be out of the palace playing with the children around now……

I can’t think like that. Nier shook her head to throw away those thoughts, leaving her with just her expressionless look and her hand on her sword handle. She faced the opposite direction and walked on resolutely and alone.

Luna followed me by my side and asked: “Your majesty, where are we going?”

“To look for Castell.”

I continued, “Castell’s business office is in the palace. I finally know where to find the copper coins.”

“Your majesty… you……”

“Ah. You’re right. I’m not going to give up.” I replied nonchalantly. I then clenched my teeth and said, “I don’t care about some orphanage or kids right now. All I want to find out right now is how my friend died and who tried to assassinate me. But before that, I need to confirm where the copper coins have disappeared off to. There are only two possible places, one is the palace, and the other is the church.”

Luna smiled and said from my side: “Although I don’t understand, I hope it works out.”

Castell’s office is actually located right at the forefront of the palace. That should be the place where there is the most amount of people coming and going. While this is the royal palace, it’s not as though people are completely forbidden from entering. it’s just that the inner court area is off-limits. This is the office of the chamber of commerce. People who come and go are probably merchants or nobles looking to go after something.

“Luna, wait for me here.”

“Alright, your majesty.”

When I entered the palace, there were people coming and going in the large hall. I pushed the people standing at the front counter aside, and looked at the surprised look of the receptionist and said: “Call Castell here.”

“Mr. Castell is currently……”

“I said, call Castell here!”

I looked at him and in a cold tone said, “I’m the prince, Troy. If you dare waste my time with one more word, I’ll make it so you never leave this place.”

“Yes! Your majesty! Please calm down!”

The receptionist got up in a panic and left. A moment later, Castell appeared before me with a smile. He scanned me and said: “Good morning, your majesty. It is rare for you to take the initiative to come and look for me. Do you have business with me today? It looks like you are not in a good mood.”

I looked at him and in a cold tone said:  “I want to see your treasury.”

“What……”

Castell basically got splashed with a bucket of water by what I asked. It was the first time he looked at me with a puzzled expression. However, he quickly recovered his laid-back composure. He smiled and said: “Your majesty, there is nothing to see in our treasury. Did you want to check the books or store something?”

I looked at him and repeated myself: “I said, I want to see your treasury. Take me there now.”

“Her majesty delegated the duty of running this place to me. If you are here to inspect it under her majesty’s orders, I shall allow you passage right away. Otherwise, I cannot allow you to see the treasury even if you are the prince. I cannot allow you whether it is in terms of regulations or reason.”

Castell continued looking at me with a smile as he rejected me.

I smiled and pulled out my handgun at my waist. I aimed it at my own temple. Castell reacted with shock. He looked at me and in a startled voice exclaimed: “Your majesty, what are you doing?! Calm down!”

“Oh yeah? Calm down? I said I want to see your treasury.” I looked at him and coldly continued, “Didn’t you say you needed her majesty’s orders? Didn’t you say you only follow her majesty’s orders? If you don’t take me there, I’ll pull the trigger right now. You’re right. I can’t order you. But do I need to tell you what her majesty will do if I die before you?”

“Are you threatening me?!”

“That’s right. I’m threatening you.”

I looked at him. I narrowed my eyes and chuckled coldly. I then said: “How about we give it a try? If you don’t take me, I’ll pull the trigger right now. Everything will be over once I die anyway. As for what will happen to you, I don’t know. Castell, you don’t think you’re somehow different to the Valkyries, do you? I always knew how to make you all obey me, but I wasn’t too willing to use it. But I feel like using it now. Take me to the treasury now.”

Castell looked at me utterly shocked as if it was the first time he saw me act like this. I narrowed my eyes as I looked at him while continuing to hold my gun to my head.

“Alright, I will take you there. However, you must put your gun down first, your majesty.”

A moment after, Castell took a step back and made an invitational gesture. I nodded and put my gun back to my waist before following him.

**IMPORTANT: Extra chapter will be released tomorrow, but only readable at lordobsidian(dot)com, and you will need to get the link from the disqus comments section in tomorrow’s chapter as it will be archived and won’t be on your updates. Will remind you again tomorrow.
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“The copper coins really were here with you.” I kicked open the chest in front of me. The open chests in front of me were filled with copper coins. Castell stood to one side. He looked at me with a bitter smile and said: “Your majesty, I can definitely explain the origins of these coins. This is the income of salt merchants. This is not my income. It should be considered the nation’s income.”

“So you raised the price of salt so high that you had to repossess virtually all of the copper coins?”

I turned around, grabbed Castell’s collar and shouted: “You’re playing with fire, you know?! Salt is a necessary commodity. Are you trying to incite a rebellion among the lower class by raising the price of it so high?”

“Please calm down, your majesty. I did not want to raise the price of salt so high. It is just that purchasing salt from Castor, shipping it here and then opening a store to sell it are all things that require money. I have dropped the price prior to selling it on the market, but because the cost of procuring salt is so expensive, I have no choice.”

I let go and shoved Castell aside. I looked at the copper coins in front of me and frowned. I thought about things for a moment and then said: “Give me the salt and the money. I’ll prepare things. I’ll solve this in your place. But before that, tell me Castell, and don’t give me those half-assed responses, I’m not in the mood to play word-games with you. Tell me, why are the costs so high? Is it the cost of shipping, operating a store or human resources?”

“It’s the cost of the goods.”

Castell looked at me. He didn’t reveal a smile like he usually does. I think it was the first time I saw him get serious. He adjusted his collar while looking at me and continued, “Your majesty, since you want to know, I shall tell you. The price of salt is so high this year because of Castor’s side. The businesses that had also done business with us decided to turn against us.”

“Turn against us?”

“Because the inventory cost dropped.” Castell looked at me and continued, “Castor is now our vassal state so there are no custom taxes, therefore dramatically dropping the cost of salt we buy from them. However, they rejected us. They want to sell to us at the original price to make up for the difference. Naturally, we could not accept it. However, there was another group that bought salt at that price. Therefore we had no choice but to buy the remaining salt at a higher price. If we did not, we might not have any salt this year.”

“Who are the ones who bought the salt from our side?”

“It was not the empire.”

Castell looked at me and shook his head. He then said: “It was not our empire’s businesses because we are the only ones who can buy and sell salt. Trafficking salt privately will incur the death penalty. There may be some people who would take a small amount of salt, but there is no way they would be able to move that much salt. If they were to ship it in privately, we would have discovered them.”

“Then who was it?”

“A Castor business.”

“What?” I looked at Castell and frowned. I then said: “That’s impossible. Castor’s merchants bought their own salt? They bought the salt they manufactured? I can’t see the point of it unless they’ve got a death-wish. Are you sure it’s not our people that are pretending to be Castor’s merchants over in their territory?”

“Yes. That is what we originally thought as well.

However, after we looked into it, the business was confirmed to not be connected to the salt. The main focus of that business is construction materials…… Through our investigations, we discovered that virtually all of our businesses deal with that business because they’re in construction after all.”

Castell shook his head and then continued, “I could not investigate that because there are honestly too many. We all need construction supplies. Castor is usually able to ship large amounts of wood, stones and statues of god. Lots of places need those things, so we had no way of investigating further.”

“Statues of god?”

I stood still for a second. I then frowned and asked: “Isn’t it clear enough that the church is involved?! Did you not investigate the church?!”

“Yes. I did check the church’s carriages. However, there really were statues of god inside. It is just that the statues…… Our men troops did not dare to break the statues open. But the statues were indeed made from normal stone, and upon knocking, they were solid inside. Therefore they should……”

“Why not? What’s there to be afraid of? Do you people actually hope that god will bless you? You people actually believe in god?” I chuckled coldly. I then sat down on the chest and continued, “Let me put it this way, I can make you lose your belief with just a few questions. First, if god exists, why doesn’t he appear when people encounter problems? If he doesn’t appear when people suffer, why should we respect god? If he does appear but doesn’t help us solve our problems, what’s the point of his existence?”

Castell shrugged and said: “I do not believe in god either. However, it is probably the most effective thing for appeasing the peoples’ hearts since we all hope a non-existent figure appears to help us when we are helpless. The religion we are discussing due to war. It came from the stories soldiers told themselves before they went out to battle, which then became a religion.”

“Her majesty won the wars. It had nothing to do with god.”

“But the people need a religion. Your majesty, if you would like my guess, I would say some of Castor’s people were involved with the group that attempted to assassinate you. I would also assume they entered the nation through the church. I am not saying that the church is not directly involved, perhaps they did not know about it. However, only missionaries would be able to sneak weapons in and out of the borders safely.”

“Got it.”

I stood up and walked out of the treasury. I then turned around and spoke, emphasising my words: “Thank you very much, Castell. You’ve given me a reason to destroy them. I didn’t see their money at the church so they must be investing in something. Since I know the problem with salt, I think the church is definitely involved with it. No matter what happens next, I’m going to do something crazy. Get ready to clean up after my rampage.”

Castell looked at me and scanned my face. He then revealed a helpless smile and said: “Your majesty, your expression right now strongly resembles her majesty. You are rightfully her son. You used to be very gently, gentle to the point that you were unlike her majesty. However I can see her majesty within you right now. I will do my best to assist you because cleaning up after her majesty goes on a rampage is my duty.”

“I’ll be leaving it in your hands then.”

I whipped my cape and walked up the steps. I exited the hall and went to look for Luna.

Luna surprisingly didn’t approach me. I frowned and squinted to look for her in the crowd. Using my enhanced sight from my elven lineage, I quickly spotted Luna in her maid uniform being surrounded by three guys.

I walked over. Luna wore the same expression she wore when she was on stage at the auction. She noticed me and cried loudly. She pushed the guys in front of her away and threw herself at me. When she reached me, she grabbed my arm tightly.

“What’s wrong?”

I pulled Luna behind me and looked at the three guys in front of me. The leader of them was a noble that looked around thirty. He wore a mocking smile as he looked at Luna behind me and said: “My, don’t run, Luna~, didn’t we play together before? You moved around on top of me so happily~. Luna, I still can’t forget your body~. That was a great day~. My friends also really……”

He suddenly cut himself off because he had a gun pointed to his forehead. I looked at him with an ice-cold gaze and commanded: “Kneel and apologise.”

“You are……”

“Get down on your knees and apologise.”

“I……”

*BANG!*

My white cape instantly got covered in blood and brain-parts. A lifeless body staggered before collapsing to the ground with both eyes open as it looked up at the sky with the surprised look one has before death. His blood and brain parts slowly poured out, covering the ground in them. I looked at the other two who turned around to run and pulled the trigger on them without any hesitation.

Luna grabbed my back and cried loudly: “Your majesty!!”

I shouted: “Guards!!”

The guards holding spears looked at me terrified. They weren’t sure if they were supposed to point their spears at me or somewhere else. I pointed to the three corpses in front and shouted: “Deal with them.”

“Your majesty… you……”

“It’s alright, Luna.”

I took in a big breath and removed my cape to cover Luna who was trembling. In a soft voice I said: “I won’t let anyone disrespect the people around me from now on.”
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“Son, wait a moment.”

After dinner, I made a small bow and went to leave. However, just as I went to leave, mom called out to me.

I turned around. Mom wiped her mouth with her napkin. She then looked at me and asked: “Did you kill at the palace gates today?”

I nodded and nonchalantly replied: “Yes.”

I put on my new cape. The one covered in blood had been thrown away. It’s probably with those corpses already. I don’t care who they are, who their father is, or who their grandfather is. If they’re relatively troublesome, it’s better to just kill them.

It’s pointless to show their kind kindness. They aren’t my servants. They didn’t swear loyalty to me. The best way to get that kind to show respect is to shed blood instead of showing them respect.

Mom looked at me and asked: “Can you tell me your reason for killing them?”

I looked at mom and replied: “Because they insulted Luna.”

Mom revealed a smile of approval, nodded and said: “You’re not in the wrong. My dear son, if an emperor’s people are insulted, it’s the same as insulting the emperor himself. Son, you made the right decision in this matter. It’s just that you shocked me since you weren’t like this in the past.”

“If it was me of the past, I would’ve allowed Luna to continue suffering their insults.” I looked at mom. I lowered my head, clenched my fists tightly, clenched my teeth and said: “You can’t protect with kindness. I want to protect and to get revenge, so I want power…… I want power where no one can question me……”

“You will obtain it, son. If you continue to tread this path, you may see more bloodshed, however, when you emerge, you will emerge as an outstanding king.” Mom looked at me. Her gaze was somewhat complicated to explain. It contained a hint of comfort, but also a hint of sadness. She wiped her hands and stood up. She walked over and gently pulled me into her embrace, and then quietly said: “But, but when you’re tired and frustrated, mommy will always be behind you. Mommy will hold you like this forever.”

“Uhm……”

I breathed in mom’s scent. The scent stimulated my nose, causing me to almost tear up. I desperately controlled my eye lids. I can’t cry. I swore that night that I would never cry again, that I would not let those around me cry, and that I would not let anyone insult those around me. I want to protect the people by my side with my own power.

I know about Luna’s past. I know what Luna once went through. And I know what she was once like. But Luna as I know her now got picked on today right in front of my eyes. Luna then grabbed onto me with despair silently as if the world had ended.

She lost her bright smile completely.

When I returned to my room, I called out, and Luna stood up from her chair to the side. She forced a smile and walked over. She struggled to utter: “I apologise for not welcoming you, your majesty.”

“It’s fine. More importantly, why are you crying again?” I gently cupped Luna’s face and gently wiped away her tears. Luna closed her eyes and in a hoarse voice said: “It’s nothing, your majesty…… It is just…… I recalled the past…… The people…… The two people I saw today….. made me think of……”

“You don’t need to think about the past, Luna.” I looked at Luna and in a soft voice continued, “You are my close servant. You are no longer the you of the past.”

“Your majesty… am I… filthy…? Every time… every time… every time I bath… I hate my body……” Luna’s tears came out of her closed eyes. She lost her voice in her sobs. Her petite powerless body leaned onto mine as she cried.

“No, Luna, it’s not your fault. Don’t cling to the past. It’s not your fault. You are now my close servant. I won’t let something like that happen again. I’ll always protect you, I promise. You’re the only one that’s loyal to me of all the people around me. You’re the only person I’ve saved. I only… have you by my side……”

I hugged Luna tightly. When I was writhing in pain, it was Luna who gave me warmth. When I had nothing, Luna was the only one who held me. Nier isn’t mine at the end of the day. Nier is always thinking of her majesty. But Luna, only Luna thinks of me.

“Thank you… thank you… your majesty… thank you… You are the only one who is willing to protect me. You are the only one who shows me a smile. You are the only one who does not lust after my body. You are the only one who treated me with dignity. You are my hero, and my entire world…… So… I beg you… right now……”

Luna raised her head with her face covered in tears. Her green eyes reflected the light from the fire. She grabbed my chest tightly and tippy-toed up.

Her soft yet ice cold lips felt like a peck. I looked at her blankly. Luna looked at me and hugged me tightly. She buried her head in my chest and softly said: “I beg… please hold me… now…… If I have you…… If you do not think poorly of me… please hold me… I do not want to be tormented by the past anymore… I… I won’t have nightmares… if I am in your arms……”

“Luna……”

I looked at Luna’s face and Luna looked at me. She smiled helplessly and said: “Your majesty… please do not be disgusted with me……”

After that, I had a night I would never forget. Under the moonlight, Luna’s body was so beautiful. Luna’s kiss was so cold. I could only feel Luna’s sadness and despair under the moonlight. Maybe that was her past. She moved around on another person’s hips, moaned while mounting someone, but this time must be her most blissful one because we intertwined our fingers and never once let go that night despite how crazy we went.

“Luna……”

“Your majesty……”

I looked at Luna who was naked in my arms. I smiled helplessly and said: “Sorry, Luna. I certainly won’t be able to……”

“I understand, your majesty.” Luna smiled meekly and continued, “I know that you cannot possibly marry me. However, I am already very happy to be able to do this sort of thing with the man I love. I truly feel happy. This is enough, your majesty… This… is enough…… It’s okay if you forget what happened tonight as well, your majesty.”

“Luna……”

“Your majesty, if you are alright with it… can I share with you some of my past? Once I have let it out, I will not be afraid of my past again……”

“Go on.”

That night, I learnt about the suffering a person could go through. Gangbanged by a group of men. Forced abortions after she was pregnant by crushing her child, and then picking the shattered flesh out. And they didn’t stop. Not even an hour later, she was rocking her body atop a fatty. What I heard froze my entire body.

However, Luna wore an agonised smile and continued nonchalantly as though she was discussing the weather tomorrow. She told me about her hopeless past, her pain and her past.

“Luna……”

I couldn’t help myself from locking her in my embrace. She was the same age as Lucia, yet she had gone through so much suffering that most would never experience in an entire lifetime. She was just a small girl. How much had she been through? How much had she put up with? It’s a miracle that’s she’s lived until now.

“It’s fine… your majesty……” Luna smiled as she shuffled upwards on my chest. She softly said: “It’s all in the past now… It’s all in the past now…… Now and in the future… you will be the only one by my side… I will be able to have the most gentle and kind person in this world that you are by my side……”
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Dear Lucia, I hope you have adapted to life in the North. The purpose of this letter is to confess…… I thought about it for a moment, but my pen never touched the paper again. After thinking it over and over, I decided it was best not to confess to Lucia. Lucia can smell the scent other elves leave behind on me. I trust that my entire body is covered in Luna’s scent. It’s not that I fell in love with Luna. It’s just that I randomly pitied her and went along with her yesterday. What I feel for Luna is sympathy, not love. If I’m honest, Lucia might forgive me……

But when I thought about the personality of elves…… Lucia would fly here, look for Luna and cut her up before taking me back. She would actually do that. After a moment of hesitation, I scrunched up the thirteenth letter into a ball and threw it into the fire.

Luna knocked on the door, walked in, bowed and said: “Your majesty, the people you asked to see have arrived and are waiting for you in the guest room.”

“Alright.”

I nodded, picked up my coat by the side and wore it on. Luna looked at me with a smile. She walked up to me and helped me adjust my collar. She tippy-toed up like she was going to kiss me, but she didn’t kiss me this time.

“You are ready now, your majesty.”

Luna restored her usual smile the next day and didn’t show any odd signs. She greeted people as per usual as if nothing happened last night. I didn’t mention anything either. What happened that night was imprinted in my heart. It was our treasured memory.

Luna and I left the room and came to the guest room. It was the first time there were so many people seated in the guest room of the outer court. Right now, people dressed in formal robes were seated on both sides of the long table listening.

“Attention!”

I shouted and the voices in the room went silent. All of them rose and saluted me. They respectfully said: “We wish you the best of health, your majesty.“

”Sit.”

I sat in the master-seat and looked at all the nervous faces. There were young faces, old faces and a few females. They weren’t high-ranking officials or nobles. They were just merchants, ones that only had one store. However, their stores were located in terrific locations.

“You are all here today for a simple matter.”

Luna bent over and handed me a document. I took it and threw it onto the table. I looked at them and indifferently said: “And that is to sell your stores to me. I won’t forcefully take them from you. If you can work with me, we will all benefit. I know that it’s very unreasonable for me to make this sudden proposal, so I will pay you three times the estimated worth of your current store. Oh, you’ll have to trust the competence of the royal court’s merchants’ abilities to make estimations. I trust that you can accept this offer, so don’t bargain.”

They looked at me with astonishment as if I just told them aliens exist and that the aliens were pole-dancing. I looked at them and said: “What are you looking at me for? You’ll get your payment once you sign. Are you questioning my ability to compensate you? Her majesty is backing me. Do you think I can’t afford it?”

One of them looked at me and struggled to utter: “No, your majesty, it is just… it is a little too sudden…… Our stores are still operating as usual, so suddenly buying them off us puts us in a bit of a predicament……”

“That’s why I’m paying you three times the price. Something happened and I urgently need your stores. Is three times the price enough for you to find a bigger location to run your store? If you don’t wish to continue in business, that’s enough for you to retire, isn’t it? You won’t have to worry about land, will you?”

I chuckled coldly as I looked at them. I continued: “I’m in a rush. I desperately need the land you currently possess. I can give you time to think, but I can’t give you much time. I stand before you as a sincere buyer keen on buying your store. If you don’t accept, the next time I stand before you will be as the prince. Think about it. When I come back from dinner, I hope I’ll see your signatures. That way, I’ll even be able to give you a few bottles of wine when you leave.”

I then stood up and left without sparing the people behind me any attention. Luna who was behind me, smiled and saluted the merchants before closing the door.

“Your majesty, have you already finished your discussions with them?”

When I arrived at the dining hall, Castell had already finished setting up his napkin and wasn’t standing on ceremony. I nodded and sat down. Luna helped me with my napkin and then stepped aside. Castell stroked his smooth chin and then revealed a helpless smile before saying: “I never expected you to do this. If you spend money like this, you will spend several months-worth of my income within two days. Further, there is still the salt to consider.”

“Her majesty didn’t say anything, so what are you whinging about? In the future, if the prices of goods randomly increase, the empire will have the rights to stand up and punish those who raise the price of goods. This doesn’t give the freedom to ruin the market, but allows us to maintain a stable financial system.”

“Your majesty, you might make the merchants unhappy like that, won’t you?”

“The moment they hoard goods and raise prices, they’re no longer merchants but criminals.” I cut open the chicken and then looked at Castell and added, “I don’t think those people will hesitate. If they do, I’ll send someone to their stores and stash salt there. When I inspect their stores tomorrow, I’ll execute them for the crime of privately selling salt.”

Castell smiled helplessly. He raised his wine-cup and said: “Your majesty… You now seem to be even more extreme than her majesty……”

“Yeah? If I could build such a large empire as mom has, I wouldn’t have had to watch my friend die in front of my eyes, and I would’ve been able to protect those I wanted to protect.” I looked at Castell, clenched my teeth and continued, “You think I don’t hate my current self? I just have no choice. Only now can I protect my everything. Only now can I protect the people around me from getting hurt. This is the only way. If loathing myself would allow me to keep those around me safe, I won’t hesitate.”

Castell looked at me. His eyes contained a complex expression. For a while, the only sound that could be heard in the dining hall was the sound of eating utensils clinking. A moment later, Castell said: “Your majesty, look after yourself as you force yourself. Do not overextend. It is not as if it is unacceptable for you to sometimes to ask someone to spoil you.”

I looked at Castell and asked: “Have you asked someone to spoil you before then, Castell?”

“This is how I have always been. Thank you for looking after me, your majesty.”

Castell smiled and dodged the question. He then placed his fork and knife down. Two maids then stepped forth to collect his plate. I placed my fork and knife down as well. I stood up and Luna came over. She smiled and bid Castell farewell. She then followed me from behind and opened the door to the guest room once again.

The people inside had already left. I picked up the document on the table. Every page had been signed. I nodded and left the room. I handed it to Castell and said: “I’m going to check the results tomorrow. It’s best that I can start my plan the day after. I don’t have much time, Castell.”

“As you command.”

  l   


					
    

    
        Chapter 25

        





“Nier.”

Nier knocked on the door and entered the room. She looked at the empress lying on the bed with her blanket covering her. She bowed and asked: “What orders do you have, your majesty?”

“My son seems to have done something big again today. Nier, take a group of Valkyries and go check it out. If someone tries to get in his way, get rid of them.”

Nier looked at her majesty silently for a moment before asking with puzzlement: “His majesty?”

“That’s right, my son. It looks like he’s been making big moves recently. He’s changed. I’m happy yet hurt at the same time.”

“Your majesty, I…… I…… Could you ask someone else to go……?”

Nier looked at the empress. It was the first time she looked like she was in a dilemma as she continued, “I…… I do not wish to see his majesty.”

“What’s wrong, Nier? Could it be that you’re worried you can’t hold back your feelings for him when you see him? Nier, is there a problem with going to check on him as a Valkyrie?” The empress chuckled and turned around to look at Nier. She sternly said, “Alice is in charge of safety in the royal palace, and you’re the only one left I can trust. I didn’t ask you to stay by his side. I just asked you to check if there is anyone trying to hurt him and what exactly he’s trying to do.”

“…… Understood.”

Nier noticed the empress’s resolute gaze and thereby knew she had no way of objecting. She took in a deep breath: “As you command, your majesty.”

Right now, I was watching a horse carriage carry salt into a store that had been cleaned properly and said: “Prepare the salt properly, and package them properly. The other stores are pretty much ready to go. Next, I want you to distribute salt for free here and I want you to continue doing so for the next week.”

While Castell was crying that the price of salt increased due to the shortage, I saw a mountain of salt. Castell won’t have any salt in his storage for the meanwhile since I’m distributing salt like this, but this will bring the price of salt back down. As long as everyone has salt, they won’t go and buy salt. If no one is buying salt, there won’t be a market even for those privately trafficking salt.

The church definitely isn’t as stupid as I thought. They won’t store money in their own warehouse if they had money because it’d be discovered if an inspection was conducted. Hence, they’re definitely investing. And I’m confident they invested in salt this time.

I opened the royal capital’s map. The stores I bought were laid out around the church, so now I’ve got them surrounded inside the circumference of the stores I own.

Why doesn’t the church have money?

It’s because they exchanged their money for goods. Since they’ve exchanged it for goods, they wouldn’t let it sit there to rot. I don’t know why they went through a construction business, but since it’s got to do with the statues of god, there’s definitely something wrong with the statues. As there is a problem, that means they’re trying to privately import salt. Given that that is the case, I’m going to make the salt you have turn into useless goods!

You humiliated me so you can forget about doing business. Since you decided to try and make a killing by raising the price of goods, I’ll make you go bankrupt. The church’s cash flow is poor at the moment. I imagine that they’ll have better cash flow once they get the land back. They need to sell all the salt they have on hand soon.

Alright, let’s see you try.

Castell said the church was involved with Mera’s death, so they no longer have any reason to exist. As long as I’m alive, I’ll make sure the church is destroyed. I know that the church is spread out all over the place with many branches. It’s pointless for me to smash the church directly, so I’m going to make you kneel before me and confess to your sins. There’s nothing I won’t do to that end.

Nier looked at the market in front of her and was somewhat perplexed by what she saw. She felt like she had entered a foreign country. Seeing the different neon characters caused her to space out. It had only been two days since she last came here, yet it seemed as if a century had gone by. There wasn’t a big change in the market. However, the person before her wasn’t the guy that was always smiling.

Not long ago, she was scolded by him right at this corner. She didn’t have any reason to get angry. She didn’t swear loyalty to him, nor was she his subordinate. He liked to loathe himself and that was pointless to her. But why? Her heart ached after she was scolded that day. A strange feeling of anger rushed to her head, causing her to want to argue with him.

Why could she not keep her calm in his presence? Why did she feel hurt because of him? Her body, heart and sword were given to her by the empress. She was the empress’ proud Valkyrie. Why did she get angry and melancholic because of him? Why was she so hesitant when the empress said she wasn’t allowed to get close to him?

Why? Why was she like this? It was just one night, yet the pain she felt, felt like she had lost a world? Why was she hesitant to see him? Why was she so sad?

The Valkyrie behind her noticed her instructor frozen in place at the corner of the street. She hesitated for a moment and then called out to her: “Instructor?”

“Ah……” Nier jerked her body as she returned to reality. She then turned around and continued forward. She looked in the direction of the orphanage. She lowered her eyes slightly. The Valkyries behind her hadn’t noticed their instructor’s change. It was the same road, but the person who walked by her side was no longer the same. It had just been one night, yet both of their hearts had changed. After that night, the young man’s smile had completely disappeared, while his back started to make him appear dependable. That failure was like a cut covered in painful water, leaving behind a determined look on the young man’s face.

Perhaps he was suffering more than she was due to his failure to protect the orphanage. Because he couldn’t find out what he wanted, he felt he was even more hopeless. She didn’t know what he was thinking, but she could never forget the mortifying feeling of not having the ability to get revenge after seeing friends and family die before her eyes.

Her majesty had given her power, and had promised to help him. He just had to sit in the palace and wait for the good news, yet he insisted on going at it alone. While stupid and slow, he never retreated when he met with danger. Perhaps he was braver than she was.

“Your majesty!”

Nier came to her senses when she heard the Valkyries by her greet his majesty. She reacted surprised before quickly raising her head and looking ahead.

In front of her was a silhouette of someone she was familiar with. He was holding the hands of his maid. The two of them seemed to have bought something. The prince held the maid’s hand. His maid looked up and showed his majesty a smile brighter than the sun.

The two of them were friendly and interacted warmly as if the prince was holding his wife’s hand as they went for a leisure troll. It was a heart-warming scene that would make one jealous. Watching the two of them, Nier clenched her teeth and gripped her sword handle tightly.

I heard the Valkyries call out and turned around. I happened to see Nier who had her head down.

“Nier, does her majesty have business?”

“…… No.”

“Alright, I’m going to continue with my business then.”

Nier raised her head and looked at the prince. The person that should’ve been walking by his side should’ve been herself. However, seeing Luna walk by his side gave off a friendly and heart-warming feeling, making her feel that there was no room for her to get in between them. It was like the prince should have always been walking together with Luna, while she was but just a bodyguard.

She was a Valkyrie, the empress’s Valkyrie. Why did she walk up to his majesty and walk behind him when she saw that scene as if it was a habit? It was the same scene. That’s how it should be. Why was Luna standing in her place?

Nier looked at the prince’s back and loudly asked: “Your majesty, could I ask what it is you are doing?”

I turned around. My black eyes carried a trace of anger: “I’m going about my own business.”
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After dinner, mom called me as soon as I stood up. She wiped her mouth, looked at me and said: : “Son, are you free tonight? How about sharing some drinks with mommy? Mommy is free tonight.”

“Mom, tonight I……”

“Son, how much longer are you going to continue putting up this front?”

Mom sighed and continued: “Didn’t mommy tell you already? When you’re tired, just ask mommy to spoil you. Son, do you think mommy can’t tell? You don’t want to do what you’re currently doing at all. Son, you are putting up a front and forcing yourself to do something you don’t want to do because you’re different to mommy.”

I looked at mom, clenched my fists and sternly exclaimed: “I’m not! This is what I want to do! This is what I did!”

Mom smiled helplessly and then said: “Son, come to mommy’s room. There are some things that are better said as we drink.”

“…… Alright.”

I relaxed my hands, looked at mom and nodded. Mom stood up and Nier came out. She followed behind us as we headed to the inner court. Perhaps it’s my imagination, but I keep feeling that Nier is looking at me. However, every time I turn around, Nier’s gaze is always trained forward.

Once we arrived at the inner court, mom pulled the door to her room open and we entered. Nier bowed and said: “I shall go and bring the wine over,” and then closed the door. Mom sighed, took off her coat and threw it aside. She then turned around with a smile and said: “Don’t stand on ceremony, son, come and drink with mommy.”

Mom sat on her bed and patted the spot next to her.

“Alright…… but I want to know what you want to talk about, mom.”

I removed my cape and placed it aside before sitting down next to mom. Mom affectionately hugged me as she stroked my head and said: “Son, mommy doesn’t want to say anything in particular. It’s just that mommy noticed that you were so worn out so mommy wanted to help you relax a bit. Mommy isn’t talking about physical fatigue, but mental fatigue.”

“Mom! I told you, I……”

“Shh…… Son, let mommy finish.”

Mom suddenly extended her finger and placed it on my lips. She then smiled as she looked at I who was desperately trying to speak, tilted her head and continued: “Let mommy guess, you want to say that they’re things you’re willing to do, that you don’t want to be the same you of the past, that you want to take revenge and that you want to change, right? Mommy knows~, mommy understands. You’re mommy’s son, so mommy knows whatever you’re thinking.”

“Your majesty, your wine is here.”

Nier pushed the door open and came in. She placed a small table and the wine in front of us before bowing and leaving the room and closing the door. Mom let go of me. She filled up the wine-cups with white wine and said: “This is spirits from the desert. Mommy really likes it because once you’re drunk, you’ll be able to forget about everything.”

I raised my wine-cup and clinked mine with mom’s before finishing it in one go. The wine went down my oesophagus and into my gut, lighting up all of my cells and blood like I drank fuel. When it reached my gut, it felt like a blade was grinding against my gut. I could feel my eyes burn and go numb. That caused me to suddenly tear up and for my body to become hot.

“Cough, cough… cough, cough, cough!!”

I covered my mouth as I coughed.

“Are you alright, son?”

Mom patted me on my back and then refilled my cup. She then raised her cup, looked at the wine in it and said: “It feels like drinking a blade when you drink the first cup of this one. But the second cup onwards feels like drinking water. It’s not that it’s weak, but because your throat has become numb by then.”

“Cough, cough…… Mom… this wine… is hot.”

I think this wine is already sixty-degrees for sure. The only similar wine I’ve drank before is Cao Yuan Bai. I looked at mom. My head was spinning. I had no idea what mom was saying.

Mom looked at me and finished her wine in one shot. Mom was laid back as if she was drinking water. In fact, her face didn’t even go red. I’ve never actually seen mom drunk. Mom placed the wine down, looked at me and said: “When mommy was young, mommy was also a young girl, no different to girls now. Mommy liked pretty dresses, stole mom’s make-up, learnt to sing and dance, but a few years later, mommy killed another human being for the first time.”

“Mom……”

“Did you think mommy was willing? At the time, mommy was hurt and sad too. Mommy desperately tried to wash mommy’s hands, but it felt like the blood wouldn’t wash off. However, mommy couldn’t rest or stop because there was more people mommy had to kill out there. Mommy wanted forgiveness. Mommy didn’t want to drink wine from a skull, but mommy had no choice as there were countless people behind pushing mommy to advance. Mommy wore the mask of an empress until now. And now, mommy can no longer separate from bloodshed.”

Mom tilted her head upwards to drink more wine. She smiled bitterly and said: “Son, you must know that a mask can help you achieve your goals. You’re wearing the mask of the prince just as mommy wears the mask of the empress. I know what you’re like deep down. You’re gentle and kind. You must be suffering as you do these things. But we’re all also aware that we have to continue once we wear our mask on.”

I looked at mom and clenched my teeth. I withstood the pain in my gut and seriously said: “Mom… mom, I truly… must continue like this.”

I no longer knew if the pain I felt in my gut was due to the wine or what mom said. I no longer knew if the tears on my face were because I coughed or because of my suffering.

However, I didn’t completely agree with mom. Every choice I made and the resolve I formed in Luna’s arms were like that. Perhaps this wasn’t my nature, but I wasn’t suffering too much either.

That’s right… I wasn’t sad at all… I never thought about the consequences that would come out of my decisions……

“If that’s the case, you could’ve just squandered all of those stores or framed them up. But instead, you bought their stores off them for three-times the price. Son, you just used money so that you wouldn’t hate yourself. Son, mommy understands. Mommy treats mommy’s soldiers so generously in order to compensate for the pain mommy witnesses when soldiers fall. Son, masks are very useful, but if you wear them for too long, it’ll merge with your original nature. It’ll merge with your skin and become part of your flesh, stopping you from removing it forever.”

Mom placed her wine-cup down and pushed the table away. She then gently hugged me who was dizzy. She sighed at the sight of my tears that wouldn’t stop and placed my head onto her thigh. She gently stroked my head and softly said: “This is what it means to mature. Son, maturing means slowly becoming the person you don’t want to become. Son, you’re just like mommy. Mommy understands you, your thoughts and the suffering you feel. So when you’re by mommy’s side, you don’t have to act tough. Use wine as a means of letting it out. Go ahead and cry. Hug mommy. Take your mask off when you’re with mommy.”

“I… I’m not… I… I……”

My tears flowed out uncontrollably. My entire body quivered. I felt numb and relieved at the same time. I didn’t know why I was like that. I didn’t know why I was so sad. I didn’t know why I felt so wretched. I didn’t know why I felt so relaxed either. It was like the tension on the bowstring finally went away. I breathed in mom’s scent while crying tears of joy and pain.

That’s just how I am…… This is my true nature…… This is how I am…… I willingly changed into how I am now. I swear I will continue on like this……

“Mommy understands, mommy understands.”

But why? Why? Why could I not hold back my tears when mom touched me……?

Glossary

*Cao Yuan Bai is a type of white wine in China, that’s 60 degrees which comes from Mongolia.
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“Your majesty, according to my observations, the horse carriage loaded with church’s goods enters the the market every day early in the morning because their carriages are large due to the size of the statues. The royal capital’s regulation is that horse carriages carrying heavy goods may only enter early in the morning. That is when there are the fewest guards and people. Perhaps that is how they snuck in.”

I nodded and waved my hand to send Castell’s subordinate away. Luna walked up lightly and threw my cape onto my back. In a quiet voice, she said: “Your majesty, you got drunk tonight, so I do not think you should go if it is early in the morning.”

I picked up the berries on the plate by the side and took a big bite. An unbearable sour taste suddenly made me almost spit them out. I gave it my all to chew the stuff in my mouth and swallow the unbearably sour juice before throwing the remaining berries away. I then stood up and said: “No, I have to go and inspect the church’s horse carriages tomorrow morning. I might not find anything, but I must check things out.”

“Your majesty, your body will not be able to bear it. These berries can only help you sober up, so you still need to rest.”

Luna gave me a gentle back-hug with her arms around my neck. She softly said next to my ear: “Don’t get yourself sick, your majesty. Don’t overwork yourself.”

“Thank you, Luna. But I can’t sleep even if you asked me to right now.”

I turned around to look at Luna. Luna smiled before letting go and leaving the room. A moment later, Luna came back in with a pot of tea and some simple snacks. Luna placed a tea cup and the teapot in front of me, and then poured me a hot cup of tea. She smiled and said: “In that case, let us have a chat then, your majesty.”

I looked at Luna. Luna wore a gentle smile on the corner of her mouth. She held the wooden cup of tea and had a drink. Humanity’s tea and elven tea is pretty much the same. The difference is that humanity boils tea-leaves, milk and other stuff together. Both hot and cold teas have their own attraction. I picked my tea-cup up. The refreshments were very large coarse wheat cakes. It looks like they were Luna’s refreshments and not mine.

The maids have snacks, but they looked very coarse. I think it must be this stuff.

“Alright, what do you want to talk about, Luna?”

Luna rested her head on her hand and thought about it for a moment. A moment later, she smiled helplessly and said: “Your majesty, I do not know what to talk about either. But let’s talk about the elven lands. Your majesty, did you hear about a place rich in gold while you were with the elves? That place is my hometown. That place is called the Gold Village. It is just a small village, but lots of gold is produced there. The elf king’s crown was provided by us as well as other jewellery made from gold. It is a very beautiful village. When I was young, I frequently played in the lake and could even find tiny gold tablets.”

Luna revealed a reminiscent smile. Her gaze lit up like the way the water in a river reflects the sunlight. She looked at me, smiled bitterly and said: “But when the human army passed through, they massacred the entire village. I fortunately evaded death because I was outside the village at the temple during the time. However, I got sold off to humanity’s side….. I never saw the elven forests after that.”

I looked at her and silently drank my tea. It was the story of her past. Luna had lived longer than I had, yet it could be recounted in mere minutes. For an elf, redundant events in life must not be worth remembering. I wonder how much Luna remembered of waking up every day, going to play by the lake, the adults carrying raw ore, and moms gathering together to sculpt exquisite gold bits of jewellery, a lifestyle not worth mentioning. It was like the lake she once played in was now just a memory.

That river now only flowed in her mind. Does Luna cry when she recalls the memories in her dreams?

After a moment of silence, I said: “That must be where I was born too I imagine…… Mmm…… I’m not sure if it’s the same place. Mom said that I was born in a village that produced gold. If that is true, we might unknowingly be childhood friends…….”

“I do not think so, your majesty. I think you would have been born in a village in humanity’s lands.”

“Haven’t I told you many times that I’m the prince of elves?”

“There you go again. The prince of elves must be a pure-blooded elf.” Luna pursed her lips into a smile but she wore a somewhat hopeless expression like the forced smile you give when someone tries to make a joke that’s not funny. I shook my head helplessly. Since Luna is still unwilling to believe me, I do want to do something.

I looked at Luna and suggested: “Since that’s the case, come with me to the elven side for once after this month ends, Luna.”

“What?” Luna reacted surprised. She then waved her hands frantically and continued, “No, no, no. Your majesty, I cannot go back… I… I cannot return to the elves with my body in the state that it is in now…… If the elves find out what happened to me… If they smell the scent of so many humans on me, they will kick me out.”

“It’s fine. Won’t you be covered in my scent if I hold you tightly? I’m an elf after all…… Can you not smell my elven scent on me?”

Lucia’s scent should be on me. Luna would mind no matter what, right? Luna looked at me. She shook her head while wearing a bitter smile and said: “I am very sorry, your majesty, my elven senses have deteriorated since I have lived here with humans for so long…… I am now a broken-elf…… I do not think I can be a mother anymore either.”

Luna placed her hands on her belly with a sad expression. But a second later, she raised her head and said: “But never mind. I do not think there is anyone who would want to be with me anyway. I am happy just to serve at your side, your majesty. I am fine as long as I am by your side.”

“So are you coming with me?”

I looked at Luna and took in a deep breath. I cupped her face, looked into her eyes and said: “Don’t worry about those things. Luna, no matter what happened, the elves will accept you. If the elves don’t accept you, I will still accept you. If you don’t trust me, make a trip with me. I believe that we share the same birthplace. You’ve been away for so long so you should go back and take a look, Luna. Come with me Luna. Come and see your home.”

Luna looked at me blankly. I could see the flames flicker in her eyes as if a river flowed in her eyes. I could see her longing for home in her eyes. She’s an elf. Nobody would be happy that they lost all their innate elven characteristics. Further, the things Luna experienced here in humanity’s lands definitely aren’t considered pretty by her.

Luna is an elf. I want to take her back there. The human lands don’t suit her. I want to take her home, back to the elven forests where she could truly live her life.

The elven lands were her true home.

“Alright… your majesty.”

Luna helplessly closed her eyes and sighed as if she lost to me. She then opened her eyes, looked at me with a slight smile and said: “Your majesty… it would be so nice if all humans could be as gentle as you are…… Your majesty, I…… I do not want to leave you… wherever we are……”

“But you’re an elf.”

“Are you not an elf too, your majesty?”

Luna looked at me. She gently brushed her body against mine. She hugged me around my waist and snuggled up on my chest. In a relieved tone, she said: “Isn’t my home here…?”
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Humanity’s early mornings were very cold. While there’s no rule about staying indoors late at night in the royal capital, drunkards lying on the streets and cleaners were found early in the morning. Winter had come so the night patrol units had an extra job and that was to pick up drunkards, because if they didn’t, the drunkards would freeze to death.

“Your majesty!”

The guards up on the city walls spotted me walking up the tower, and bowed to salute me. I nodded and then walked out of the tower while the guards surrounded me and stood on the city gate. Humanity’s city walls were massive. Looking down from the top would make you dizzy. The freezing early morning wind pricked all my exposed skin. I reached my hand out to stop Luna who intended to walk out of the tower and softly said: “It’s windy outside, so wait for me here.”

Luna paused for a second. She then smiled and said: “Alright, your majesty.”

“Your majesty!”

The guards at the top of the city walls noticed me coming up and saluted me. I nodded and asked: “How much longer until the church’s heavy-goods horse carriage arrives?”

A guard answered: “There is roughly half-an-hour before it arrives.”

I looked at the end of the street. The sun had just come up. Its bright rays shone in my direction and the cold breeze came along for the ride. The breeze blew my thick cape away. I looked at the bright sun in the distance. People say that looking at the sun can make one happy, but I wasn’t feeling any hope or joy. To the contrary, I could only feel the ice-cold air and hear the wind whistling. Every breath I took felt like I was breathing in ice, pricking my organs.

“Masks are very useful, but if you wear them for too long, it’ll merge with your original nature. It’ll merge with your skin and become part of your flesh, stopping you from removing it forever.”

But what choice do I have? If wearing a mask could help me resolve the problem before me, I’d be willing to let the mask sit on my face for that long. I made up my mind that night in Luna’s arms. I can’t protect anyone right now. I might lose Luna who gave me warmth for all i know. Since that’s the case, I’ll wear the mask of a tyrant and cut down everything in my way. It would be heroic even if I were to spill a river of blood.

I’m Luna’s hero so I’m willing to spill a river of blood for her sake. I’ll go all the way even if I must pick up my blade out of hatred. If I get tired, I can cry in mom’s arms for a while. When I don’t want to wear the mask, I can still take a breather. I’m much luckier than mom was, because I at least get the opportunity to remove my mask every now and then.

“Your majesty, look after yourself. Do not let yourself catch a cold.”

A person suddenly appeared in front of me. My cape which had been blown away once again sat on my shoulders. I lowered my head and looked at Luna who was standing in the wind with a smile in front of me. She wrapped my cape around me and buttoned it up. She then reached her hand out to grab the cape which was blown by the wind.

“Your majesty, let me hold your cape for you.”

Luna stuck tightly to me and held my cape down. I looked at Luna’s small head. Her back was exposed to the cold wind. I suddenly felt an urge to pull Luna into my cape and hold her in my arms. My arm moved, but then I slowly lowered them. Guards were around me. I can’t hug my own maid in front of them.

I clenched my teeth and turned to walk toward the tower. The guard captain walking in front asked: “Your majesty, the church’s goods horse carriage will be here any moment. Did you want to wait here or……”

“I’m going to personally inspect it.”

“That’s…..”

“I said I’m going to personally inspect it. What’s wrong? Did you take bribes from the church and then turn a blind eye to them?” I chuckled aloofly, looked at the captain and said, “Do I need to get someone to investigate you or shall I mention something to her majesty?”

“I dare not! I apologise! I did not! I make sure to inspect very carefully!” The captain knelt down like he was faced with death. The empress’s punishment was probably more terrifying for them since they saw her more often. I chuckled coldly, walked past him and finally arrived at the bottom.

Horse carriages that come from outside the city need to register and those coming into the royal capital for business need to pay tax. However, the amount is very small. It’s just five silver empire coins. I saw four large horse carriages stop at the entrance. A few guards were speaking to the coaches. I walked over and they looked at me. They were frozen in place for a moment before they swiftly saluted me; “Your majesty!”

I ignored the guards and directly asked the coach: “What do you have?”

The coach stayed still and silent. He then revealed a flattering smile and replied: “A Statue of god. It is statue that the church uses.”

“Is that right? Get off.  I’m going to inspect it.”

“That’s……”

I drew my gun, pointed it at him and said: “Get off.”

“Alright, alright, alright!! Put your gun down, your majesty!” The coach looked shocked. He tossed the reins aside and jumped to the side. The guards saw me come over and reach my hand out to open the carriage. I shouted loudly: “Get lost, all of you. I’ll kill anyone who dares to approach this carriage! Get lost!”

All of the guards froze up and then immediately left. I won’t let anyone touch this horse carriage before me. Although there’s no way they can hide anything in the statue, I might not be able to spot it if they fumbled with them in some way. I walked up to the rear of the carriage and pulled the door open. There really was only a statue of god inside. A Large statue of god lay in the carriage. I imagine it would take a few people to carry it out.

The statue was made of stone and had oil spread on it. I reached my hand out to touch it. It certainly felt like stone. It was cold and rough. I then formed a fist and hammer-fisted it hard. I only heard thuds which indicated it was solid inside.

I stood still for a moment and then pulled my gun out and aimed it at the statue inside. Just as I was about to open fire, the guards cried out and leapt over, blocking my front view.

I looked at them and pointed my gun at the head of the guard at the forefront. I shouted: “You all looking to die?!”

“Your majesty! You cannot break the statue of god! This is a statue of god!”

“There’s no damn god in this world. The food you ate and the things you use were all given to you by her majesty, and yet you still believe in god? Get lost, otherwise I’ll kill you and then run a spear through your corpse!”

“Your majesty!! You really cannot damage the statue! God will get angry! We cannot let you do this! We will stop you even at the cost of our lives!”

I looked at the guards who didn’t back down and thundered: “What if her majesty orders you to leave then?! Do you intend to go against her majesty’s orders?!”

“But it is not her majesty who is ordering us right now! Her majesty would not give such an order because she is the incarnation of god!”

The guards retorted me. They blocked the statue, completely stopping me from damaging the statue.

I took in a deep breath and looked at the guards. A moment later, I then put my gun back, whipped my cape and said: “Luna, let’s go.”

I can’t kill the guards over this. These guards aren’t my subordinates. They don’t devote their loyalty to me. If I kill them now, the military units will get angry. I would just be encouraging them to stand on the church’s side. I definitely can’t do that.

The coach who was standing by the side shouted: “Your majesty… this carriage……”

With my back facing them I said: “Send them to the church. When is the next time you’re coming?”

“Three days later.”

I nodded and then turned around to give the coach a villainous smile like I’d achieved my goal and said: “Bon voyage then. I certainly can’t damage your statue. It would be bad if I hurt the guards for damaging your statue, but if an accident were to happen while you were transporting them, then it’s not my fault.”

“Your majesty, you…!”

“Luna, let’s go.”

I turned around and strutted off, leaving the shocked coach and guards. You won’t allow me to damage the statue did you say? Sure thing. It’s not my fault if an accident happens to you on the way to your destination. I’ll definitely personally smash the statue. There’s no way that statue is normal.

The brilliance of god shall never shine in the shadow of the shrine!
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“Miss Gilliante.” Nier turned to look at Luna who brought up a hot cup of tea for her and held it up to her. Nier ignored her while continuing to look forward with her hand on her sword handle as if Luna didn’t exist. Luna didn’t panic or get mad. She just stood there in front of Nier holding up the tea cup while looking at her.

The sky finally lost out to the heavy cold. Although it should’ve still been winter, snow had begun to fall. Nier wore her thick cape as she stood outside. A layer of snow had already formed on her cape. Luna was just wearing a simple maid uniform which offered very little in terms of warmth. Further, elves naturally dislike the cold so she was shivering due to the cold. However, she didn’t drink the hot tea in her hand despite that.

“Miss Gilliante…… This is tea his majesty told me to bring to you……”

Luna felt like her mouth had frozen. Nier sighed and then called another Valkyrie over. She shook off the snow on her and then took the cup of tea before drinking the now cold cup of tea. Luna smiled as she looked at Nier and said: “If… you do this… I think his majesty might not look at you……”

“His… majesty……?”

Nier looked at the cup of tea and frowned a little. She then took the cup and returned it to Luna. Nier then turned around and walked to the inner court. Luna followed her back to the warm small room and let out a sigh of relief. Nier pulled open the entrance to the small room to the side and went in. This place was the rest room for Valkyries on duty. Luna looked inside with a slight feeling of concern.

Although Nier didn’t invite her in, she didn’t close the door. Luna hesitated for a moment before saying: “Please excuse me.” and then entered the room.

The room was very small with only one bed, one desk and one chair. Nier sat on the bed with her back against the wall and closed her eyes to rest. Luna sat on the wooden chair to the side and looked at Nier. She asked: “Miss Gilliante… If you do not mind, could I ask you a question…? Umm……”

Nier didn’t spare her a look. She kept her eyes closed and Luna wasn’t sure if she was indeed asleep. Luna smiled bitterly. Nier truly doesn’t like her. They two of them had never exchanged a single sentence between them before even when they lived together. Luna usually speaks to Nier, but Nier never replied.

“I will consider it as you having agreed then. I want to know why you and his majesty are angry with each other…… You two were a great match…… You looked amazing when you walked together. Why did you two get angry with each other…? His majesty has always looked down recently. I think… he probably wants to apologise to you.”

“……”

Nier opened her eyes and looked at Luna. Her gaze showed annoyance and anger. Luna smiled helplessly. She then looked at Nier and said: “Miss Gilliante, you care about his majesty, don’t you? You react at the very mention of his majesty…… Whatever the case… I feel that… you and his majesty are very……”

The tip of a sharp sword was pointed at Luna’s neck the next second. Nier was still sitting just a second before, and yet her sword was already at Luna’s neck. Nier’s gaze was very close up to her. Anger spurred her up. She looked at Luna and in a cold tone said: “Say one more word of nonsense and I’ll kill you where you sit.”

“Threatening me with a blade is pointless, Miss Gilliante.” Luna still had her friendly smile on. She wasn’t the least bit afraid of Nier’s sword. She looked at Nier and in relaxed tone said: “I’ve seen many things which were more frightening. If I was the past version of myself, I would step forward into your blade without any hesitation to escape. But I am now worried about his majesty, just like you are, Miss Gilliante. You cannot stop the call of your heart with a blade.”

Nier looked at her and violently said: “Quit with the nonsense. Get out right now.”

She didn’t dare to slit open Luna’s throat because Luna was now the prince’s personal servant. In terms of status, they were on equal footing now. However, since the empress doted on the prince, Luna’s status in the palace was slightly higher than even her own.

“The first time you spoke to me was because of his majesty.” Luna didn’t budge. She looked at Luna and spoke in a tone like she was pleading her, “Miss Gilliante, there are some things that only you can help his majesty with. I cannot protect his majesty. All I can do is sacrifice my life for him. I cannot actually protect him. Miss Gilliante, regardless of what happened between the both of you, his majesty needs you right now.”

“It has nothing to do with me!”

“It does have to do with you!”

“His majesty’s life has got nothing to do with me. I am her majesty’s Valkyrie. I only care about her majesty’s safety.”

“It is meaningless to lie to yourself like this, Miss Gilliante.”

Luna stood up, looked at Nier, smiled helplessly and continued, “Miss Gilliante, you care about his majesty, that’s why you try to convince yourself otherwise with your identity as a Valkyrie. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have left, given her majesty’s previous order was for you to guard him.”

“What do you know? His majesty……”

“What about me?”

I stood outside the door and looked at the both of them.

Nier reacted surprised. She rolled her wrist and sheathed her sword. She then looked at me, bowed and greeted me: “Your majesty.”

“Nier.”

I looked at her and then smiled helplessly while saying, “Nier, are you still not willing to forgive me? What happened previously was my fault. I hope that you will be able to continue protecting me.”

Nier raised her head. In a polite and firm tone, she said: “I never got angry because of you. I don’t dare to. I am her majesty’s Valkyrie. Only her majesty can give me orders, not you.”

“I thought so.”

I smiled helplessly. I then looked at Nier and continued, “I’m not ordering you. I’m begging you, Nier. I’m not ordering you to help me, but begging you to help me, because I can’t complete the next step alone. I need your help. That’s right, I need you. I require your strength to make it a success.”

Nier looked at me and nonchalantly replied: “I can’t agree even if you beg me. I am a Valkyrie.”

Nier didn’t look angry or proud. She looked expressionless as usual, as if nothing happened between us, like we had never met before. I looked at Nier, clenched my fist and said: “Her majesty’s orders are… she ordered you to drop all your upcoming jobs and gave you a three day vacation. You can do as you please during these three days. So I’m begging you to help me for these three days.”

“What…? This… this……”

Nier gave a shocked reaction as she looked at me. It was the first time she wore a look of shock on her face. She looked at me without knowing what to do. It looks like she’s never thought about vacations. It was the first time she had thoughts about acting on her own accord.

I looked at her, extended my hand out and said: “Don’t let me down, Nier. I pleaded mom to get you your freedom. I hope you can help me during these three days, not as a Valkyrie, but as Nier, my bodyguard. Help me make this a success.”

“So you are no longer a Valkyrie, Miss Gilliante. What are you going to do now that you are not a Valkyrie?” Luna looked at Nier and pleaded, “Miss Gilliante, do what you want to do. Do not lie to yourself. You really want to help his majesty, don’t you? You care about his majesty, don’t you?!”

“Nier.”

“I……”

I looked at Nier and she looked at me like she was in a dilemma. She bit down on her lips. It was the first time she was hesitant. She swept her eyes over the two of us. I didn’t move or press her. I just waited for her.

Nier looked at me and I was still looking at her. I then softly said: “Sorry, Nier.”

Nier shivered and then lowered her head. She slowly removed her long sword and placed it on the table. Afterwards, she took in a deep breath and raised her head to look at me again. She sternly said: “Your majesty, I, Nier Gilliante shall follow your orders temporarily. However, please grant me a sword!”
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Luna pushed the door open and saw Nier playing with an elven sabre. She smiled and said: “With regards to swords and sabres, elves are most certainly confident with their craftsmanship.”

Nier narrowed her eyes and glared at Luna. After scoffing, she sheathed the sabre and placed it on the table. She then stood up and looked at Luna. Luna smiled as she looked back at Nier and asked: “Since we both now devote our loyalty to his majesty, you do not need to treat me with such hostility, right? If we had to compare who hated who more, I should hate you humans more, would you not agree?”

Nier looked at her and coldly said: “Hate to your heart’s content then.”

“But I don’t hate you humans because you have such a gentle prince. However, his majesty is a half-blood. Mana flows in his majesty’s body.” Luna smiled and touched her own chest. She gently continued, “My mana has finally started to circulate again after his majesty held me.”

“You and his majesty-?!”

Nier was exasperated. She looked at her and a random feeling of rage she couldn’t supress surfaced. She grabbed the sabre by the side, pressed it on Luna’s chest and then pressed her up against the wall, and thundered: “You’re sullying the royal family’s blood! You were already told that you can’t have a relationship with his majesty!! I could now rightfully kill you according to her majesty’s wishes!”

“According to her majesty’s wishes or according to yours?” Luna looked at Nier’s expression and smiled helplessly. She then added: “Miss Gilliante, I don’t think the anger you’re showing on your face is for her majesty’s sake. Do you want to kill me because of her majesty’s order or your own desire?”

“Of course it’s because of her majesty’s order!”

“But you’re not a Valkyrie right now. You’re his majesty’s bodyguard. His majesty getting together with someone has nothing to do with you, does it?” Luna looked at Nier. She tilted her head and then looked at Nier who was speechless. She shook her head and continued, “But you don’t have to worry, Miss Gilliante. His majesty didn’t fall for me. I know that his majesty loves someone else. What he feels for me is pity and sympathy. As for holding me, that was my desire so that I could feel fortunate when I recall my past. Remembering that I once held the man I love will prevent me from thinking about the suffering and torment in my past. His majesty didn’t hug me out of love, but most probably, because he felt sympathetic towards me. If you’re angry, Miss Gilliante, you should be angry with that girl. She is the one that his majesty truly loves.”

“What’s that got to do with me? I’m not interested in his majesty’s love affairs. This is about you. Don’t come close to his majesty!”

Nier snorted before sheathing her blade and releasing Luna. Luna patted her chest and looked at Nier. She turned around to sit on her bed. She then smiled and said: “I know. I love his majesty, that’s why I can’t be with him. His majesty’s future is definitely not with me. Perhaps it is with you, Miss Gilliante.”

“Don’t spout nonsense!” Nier whipped her head and looked at her. In a stern tone, she said: “There is no way his majesty’s lover will be us!”

“But you’re the only one who can protect his majesty, isn’t that right?” Luna smiled helplessly as she looked at Nier and continued, “I can stay by his majesty’s side, but I can’t protect him. You are her majesty’s Valkyrie, but you’re the only person his majesty can rely on. And are you truly positive that you don’t have any feelings for his majesty?”

“I don’t! I hate his majesty! He’s the weakest person I’ve ever seen! He’s the person that lacks courage the most, and he doesn’t have a brain!”

“Is that how you truly feel? I actually think that his majesty is the bravest person.” Luna looked at Nier and calmly continued, “Think about it carefully, Miss Gilliante. Is the courage you have truly yours? It comes from your loyalty to her majesty, in other words, you’re brave because her majesty is behind you. But what about his majesty? His majesty never had her majesty’s support in the past. He has always stood at the forefront regardless of what happens. He has never backed down a single step, and to what end? He does it for the happiness of others. Even the things he’s doing now are for the sake of protecting those around him. His majesty doesn’t have anything. He doesn’t know swordsmanship, and is somewhat stupid, but he’s never backed down before. Is that not courage? He is willing to give way to others when it comes to his own matters, but he would never back down a single step if somebody tried to hurt us.”

“Who could hurt me……?”

“In the case that there was, his majesty would definitely protect you even if he can’t do anything. He will definitely stand up and not back down.”

“He has already abandoned me… He didn’t protect what I wanted to protect… He gave up on me……”

Nier lowered her head and clenched her fist tightly. The candy pouch at her waist shook along with its owner’s body. She hadn’t seen the children in a long time and his majesty hadn’t mentioned it once. Those orphans were probably no longer around, and her haven had probably disappeared. Maybe they’d be starving when she next sees them.

“He wouldn’t, Nier. Please trust his majesty. Even now, he is still gentle and kind. He will definitely help you. When you have a problem, rely on his majesty. His majesty will definitely will. He definitely will.”

“Rely on?” Nier chuckled coldly and continued, “There’s never been anyone I could rely on. I’m a Valkyrie. I don’t need anything or anyone to rely on. If I’m so weak that I’d have to rely on another, I wouldn’t be worthy of being her majesty’s guard!”

“But there are some things you can’t do. Trust his majesty. He can definitely help you protect that which you want to protect.”

Luna looked at Nier with her eyes full of confidence. Nier was speechless for a moment. She retracted the rebuff she was about to say. She then turned around and dropped down onto the bed. Luna laughed and then sat down on her bed.

“All good now.”

I sealed the envelope, took out a spoon from the fire and put the royal family’s seal on the letter. I then placed it aside to wait for it to dry. I then wrote everything I did on the letter including how I pushed Luna down. But when I was about to write the address, I froze up.

Where is Lucia at right now?

I chuckled helplessly to myself. I don’t even know where Lucia is. It looks like I wrote this letter for nothing.

I took out the pendant by my belt. It was something Lucia and Mera left for me. I’ll love Lucia forever if I drink it, right? I don’t intend to drink it right now though because whenever I think of my lover, I think of Lucia.

We’re going to get married soon. After I return, I’m going to leave Luna in her hometown and then I’ll be able to be with Lucia. This time, I’ll make sure Lucia doesn’t get into danger.

But reminiscing about Lucia right now won’t help me with my current goal. I spread open the map of the royal capital and drew a line from the city gates. I then looked at the map silently in deep thought. Where should I take action for the next step?

“Your majesty, the things you asked for have been prepared.”

“Good. Get ready. I don’t buy what that coach said. Leave the things here. This is the prince’s orders. Tell every station on the way to notify me as soon as they see the church’s horse carriage.”

“Understood!”

Glossary

*You may have notice how I started using contractions for Luna’s speech in her exchange with Nier. That is because Luna makes a change in formality in her speech towards Nier, and makes sense given Nier is no longer a Valkyrie (for now).

**In case you’re confused with the part where he grabs a spoon to use as a heat-stamp, it is indeed an actual spoon. Here is what they look like visually speaking: https://world.taobao.com/item/40837529814.htm
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“Your majesty! Your majesty!” I turned my head around to see an individual dressed in a courteous and exquisite robe panting as he ran toward me. Discussions had just ended in the conference chamber and I had just escaped mom’s embrace. Just as I was about to return to the outer court, the individual in question called out to me. Nier looked at him and I with puzzlement. She subconsciously drew her sword half-way out. I pressed my hand on Nier’s shoulder, and then looked at him and asked: “You are?”

He desperately tried to catch his breath before removing his hat, bowing to salute me and asked: “I… I am in charge of Melda company. I have come to greet you. Would you happen to have some time to discuss something with me, your majesty?”

I considered it. I’ve never heard of this company. He took out a small card from his shirt and handed it to me. I took it, but before I could read any of the letters, my eyes were fixated on the code heraldry.

It was the same one as the one on Mera’s box.

I took in a deep breath as a surge of anger surfaced from all my veins. I looked at him and really wanted to shoot him dead on the spot. But killing him now would be impulsive of me. There are some details I still need to find out. I looked at him and nodded. I replied: “I have time. Come meet me at the conference chamber in the outer court.”

“Understood. I shall head back and make some preparations!”

He wiped his sweat off his forehead and showed a look of relief before bowing and leaving. I watched him from behind and clenched my teeth tightly. The look in Mera’s eyes appeared before my eyes once again. The company is just an empty shell. The church must be behind the now bankrupt Melda company because there would be repercussions if the church were to come out and do business with their faces shown to the public, hence why they need a company to carry out jobs for them. It looks like me distributing salt has successfully caused them to start to panic.

This further confirms my theory that the church is involved with salt dealings. They must’ve been privately trafficking salt previously. Now that Castor’s salt business is out of the picture, it’s impacting their profits, and therefore they need to hoard salt to bump up its price. Now, how did the church smuggle the salt in? I think I’ve already got my answer. It has to be those statues of god.”

“Let’s head back, Nier.”

I turned around and headed to the outer court. Nier looked at me and hesitated for a moment before asking: “Your majesty, your face looks pale. Are you not well?”

“It’s actually my mood that’s foul right now.”

I gave Nier a simple response and then we returned to the outer court. Luna happened to just come back from outside as well. I paused for a while. Luna doesn’t usually leave the outer court, so why did she suddenly leave today?

“Luna.”

I called out to her and she stopped to turn around to look at me. She smiled as she bowed and replied: “Your majesty, Miss Gilliante, welcome back.”

“Luna, what did you go out for?”

“Erm…… Someone asked to see your personal servant and then the head-maid came to look for me. I went to see him. He wanted to give me a small container with pearls inside, but I turned him down.”

Luna looked at me with a smile and said: “Your majesty, it looks like there are people who want to get on your good side. Perhaps they do not know what you like so they tried get on my good side.”

“It looks like that’s the case. But I think it’s pointless regardless if they get on your good side or Nier’s.” I laughed and then led the two of them into the outer court. Luna is definitely loyal to me. As long as I’m alive, she’ll never do anything that could put me at risk, while Nier wouldn’t spare them time of the day. I’m a hundred percent safe with these two by my side. They wouldn’t use illicit drugs or gamble.

When we returned to my bedroom, Luna looked at me pacing back-and-forth inside the room and asked: “Your majesty, you look slightly anxious. Did something happen?”

I gave her a simple reply: “Probably so. I’m waiting for someone.”

I then looked at Luna and said: “If it goes well, I’ll be able to confirm lots of things, and soon solve all my problems.”

“Although I do not really understand… you must remain calm, your majesty. Do not let what happened previously happen again. Of course, that is if it happens again.” Luna placed a tea-cup down with and smile. She then looked at me and continued, “I can comfort you again your majesty, if you do not mind that is.”

I looked at Luna’s smiling face, shook my head and said: “I won’t. I won’t be so rash this time. Thank you, Luna, but I won’t again.”

I gently grabbed hold of Luna’s hand. Luna’s slender white hands were like a pianist’s hands. The white skin of elves is like transparent skin that hadn’t been damaged. If we’re just considering appearances, Luna looks very beautiful and elegant like an eloquent flower in bloom. But I knew what cruel treatments her body had been subjected to.

I also know that pity and love aren’t the same. I let myself betray Lucia once because of it, but that won’t happen again. I love Lucia, so I won’t betray her.

“I understand, your majesty.”

Luna smiled and then held my hand gently. She then continued, “I really envy your lover, your majesty. I think she must be very happy to be able to always be by your side, just like Miss Gilliante… she must be happy to be by your side……”

“What are you saying…? Nier is definitely happier by the empress’s side. She’s Nier’s reason to live.”

I let go of her hand and stood up. I adjusted my collar and wore on my robe to receive the guest in the outer court’s guest room. I touched my Earth Dragon armour at the same time. There was a damaged spot thanks to Mera. I never patched it up with Earth Dragon armour. It was just sewn back together through normal sewing means. However, I don’t think that someone would coincidentally stab that same spot on the next assassination attempt.

I don’t know what this company is looking for me for, but I never felt it was for anything good. The moment I started distributing salt, I basically publically declared war to the very end. The church probably thought I’d just be an obedient little boy after I took the money. They never expected me to purchase all the stores around like a madman. Now, all the denizens who go to the church to pray and whatnot get attracted by the salt, thus lining up and going home instead of donating. Instead of bothering with some god from obscurity, it’s more realistic to go home and look after your own kids. This should reduce the feelings the people have for god significantly.

If everyone has enough to eat and can stay warm, nobody would have to entrust their hopes with god. People entrust their hope to god precisely because there are things they want yet can’t get.

Nier knocked on the door and then came in and reported: “Your majesty, the company’s representative has arrived in the conference chamber.”

I nodded, took in a deep breath and clenched my fists tightly. While I think the church is probably panicked, the speed at which they responded still surprises me. But I guess it’s good. This is my goal after all. I can’t forcefully tear the church down, so let’s sit down and negotiate, except I’m not going to calmly and harmoniously negotiate with them now.
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“Before we get down to business, let me say something.” I narrowed my eyes to look at the representative in front of me and sombrely said, “Nier, go and find out which guard brought this cage in without my permission. After you find out, kill him.”

“Understood.”

Nier nodded and just a moment later, I heard a loud cry of pain from outside. Nier understood my intentions. It would be boring to kill the guard outside in one go. I want him to cry out in pain, loud enough that his cries could be heard by the entire outer court. I sat in the master-seat, listening to the cries of anguish and pain until silence was reached. I then placed my tea-cup in my hand down and looked at the representative next to me.

He looked at me with astonishment. Behind him was the cage that angered me. The cage was covered up with a red cloth. I didn’t know what was inside, but the door-guard deserved to die for allowing something to be brought into my outer court without my permission.

Nier came back to the conference chamber and tossed a few diamonds covered in blood on the table before coming to stand behind me. The diamonds were covered in blood that had just been spilt. A trail of blood was drawn on the table. Many beads of sweat slowly formed on the representative’s forehead as he looked at the blood-diamonds in front of him.

“Taking bribes when you’re my guard is asking for death.” I looked at him with a cold gaze and said, “Now as for the bribes, I hope there won’t be a second time. You’re currently my guest so I won’t pursue the matter. Now, it’s your turn to tell me what’s inside the cage.”

“It… it is a gift for you, your majesty. We heard you like elves, so……”

I walked over to the cage with a villainous smile on my face. I pulled the red cloth down with one hand. Inside were four naked female elves hugging each other, looking at me terrified. They didn’t have any wounds on them, but their trembling bodies told me loud and clear that they weren’t elves who came here voluntarily.

“Eek!”

I heard Luna take in a breath of cold air behind me.

“We heard you bought an elf at the market previously so we prepared a few especially for you. They are all virgins too. No one has touched them. I hope you will like them, your majesty.”

He stood to one side as if he was displaying the elves before me like an exhibition. I could feel my eyes almost pop out of my head from anger. My fingers were quaking. If I wasn’t unarmed right now, his head would be flying right now. I huffed and puffed. If I don’t tolerate this, I’ll mess up the bigger picture.

Though I was angry, I can’t kill him for this right now. I need more knowledge before I can kill him.

Yes, if possible, he must die.

“Leave them here. Luna, you look after them”

I sat into my chair and in an angry voice where I was shaking gave Luna an order. Luna nodded and walked over. She arranged to have people move the cage out of the conference chamber.

The representative smiled as if he was satisfied with the present they prepared for me. I looked at him and said: “Alright, now tell me what your goal is and you better finish before I lose my patience.”

To be honest, my patience had already run out by that point. I really wanted to order Nier to slash him to death.

“In that case, please take this.”

He took out two sheets of paper from his shirt and handed them up to me with two hands. I took them and took a look. The sheet on top was a thirty-thousand gold coins cheque. People use cheques for this sort of sum because thirty-thousand gold coins is far too many and too heavy. As long as you have this cheque, you can go to the bank or company to collect your gold coins.

The sheet underneath was a land deed, a property ownership rights sheet. The location was the orphanage.

“What’s this supposed to mean?”

I snuck a glance at Nier behind me and noticed that all her attention was on the land deed. The representative smiled and said: “Jeez, it is very simple. I am not here to discuss business directly with you. You could say that the higher-ups asked me to come and negotiate the conditions with you I guess. We shall gift you the block of land where the orphanage is as well as the orphanage. We will write off their debts. You can do as you please, your majesty. As for the thirty-thousand gold coins, those are to purchase all the stores you own.”

“So a deposit?”

“That is correct. We are not as rich and powerful as you so we can only make a deposit to start. Afterwards, we will pay you in instalments, as well as a reasonable amount of interest. And then you pass ownership rights of the stores to us. What do you think?”

I chuckled coldly, looked at him and asked: “So how are you going to convince me that you can continue paying future instalments? Excuse me for being blunt but your company has already shut down once. It’s far too difficult for me to trust you. How are you going to pay off your debts while paying interest?”

“We have our ways. You do not need to worry about that, your majesty. The statues of god we sell will definitely sell because it remains a necessity as long as there are believers. As such our income is stable. There will be no problem there. Your majesty, do not worry as we will not write your name as the receiver.”

He looked at me, took out a small book, handed it to me and said: “These are our current numbers. As you can see, we have always been in the green. Furthermore, if we run into issues, the block of land where the orphanage is can be considered your compensation, right? That block of land is in a good location. You would get a good price if you sold it.”

I glared at him and asked: “The block of land itself isn’t worth money, so I want to know why the orphanage owes thirty-thousand gold coins.”

“Those are all loans. Your majesty, the land itself isn’t worth money. However, the higher-ups all need money. The profits from the orphanage are too minimal. The debt has accumulated up until now. That said, we did not forcefully release goods. The deals were signed after negotiation, and every dollar was definitely paid.”

I looked at the debt record sheet he handed me. Indeed, every payment was signed and stamped. I can’t say anything about it. It’s just that the interest rate is a bit too high. However, they loaned it knowing so, so I can’t criticise the church for it. They didn’t forcefully sell it to them after all.

I placed the loan sheet down then looked at him and asked: “So what you’re saying is you want to trade the orphanage plus the thirty-thousand gold coin deposit for my stores, is that right?”

“Yes, that is correct.”

He looked at me with a smile and continued, “Your majesty, this is a stable business. We have shown you our utmost sincerity. Not only have we bought your stores at their full price, we have even gifted you a block of land. Of course, if you are interested, we could also send you a few elves each month. We are fine with that.”

“Can you tell me where you get the elves from?”

“We get them through deals with the elves over there. Your majesty, our deals are absolutely legal. We did not kidnap or illegally bring them here. We bought them with genuine gold and silver.”

He looked at me and calmly lied to my face making me really want to pull out a cleaver and butcher him. Does he not know I’m the elf prince? Buying and selling elves under my nose… I want to beat this guy to death.

“Forget it, I’ve made up my mind.”

I waved my hand and looked at him with a smile as I said, “The conditions you’ve given me are really good. I know what you mean, which is to take the money and turn a blind eye to this. But your superiors must’ve misunderstood something. I didn’t do this because you didn’t give me enough money, but because… I want to.”

“So you are refusing then, your majesty?”

“That’s right. I refuse.”

He stood up and shouted: “What about the orphanage then, your majesty? If you refuse, we will repossess the land in two days’ time. We’ll also take the kids to the church!”

I turned around, looked at him coldly and asked: “Oh really? But what’s that got to do with me?”
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“Your majesty……”

“I know what you want to say, Nier.”

I turned around and looked at Nier. I shook my head and said: “Nier, It’s not that I don’t care about the kids, but that I can’t show that I care. They’re trying to threaten me with the children right now. I can’t let all of my efforts go to waste like that.”

Nier stood behind me. The look in her eyes was complex. That was the first time I saw her gaze have life in them in all the time I’ve known her. Her eyes started to emit emotions even though those emotions weren’t reserved for me. She pursed her lips together tightly, looked at me and spoke in a soft voice like she had to muster all of her strength: “Your majesty… I… I… beg you… I beg you… please… protect the children.”

I turned around and looked at Nier with surprise. It was the first time Nier looked at me so earnestly. It was the first time she pleaded me in a soft voice. I hesitated for a moment and then looked at her. I don’t know if what I’m doing can protect those children. My goal isn’t actually those children to be honest. And because of that, I didn’t budge despite the conditions the merchant gave me. My only goal is to find out what’s going on behind the scenes. The lives of the children have nothing to do with me.

If I could save the children while I’m at it, that would be for the best. However, I won’t throw away all I’ve done and am doing to save those children.

I can’t throw away everything for a beauty. Moreover, Mera was also a beauty.

I looked at Nier and said: “If possible, I will do my best.”

“I beg you… You must save those children… They… You are the only one who can help them, your majesty. This is my only wish. Please save the children.”

Nier knelt down on one knee in front of me. Her voice was somewhat hoarse. She lowered her head, looked at the ground and continued, “I don’t have any way… I can’t do anything. You are the only one who can save those children. Luna said I could rely on you. I beg you… I beg you, please save them for me… I beg you… please help me.”

I looked at her with surprise. It was the first time Nier was on her knees begging me. I don’t think I’d see this scene if it wasn’t for those children. I walked over and helped her up. Nier wiped the corners of her eyes and raised her head. I saw her pair of cold green eyes. They looked helpless and in despair for the first time. If I don’t help her, those children will be taken away by the church. There was also the missing daughter of the wandering drunkard and the four female elves, which was sufficient to prove that the church will do something to the children. Nier was truly afraid.

Nier looked at me and said in a low voice: “Luna said that I could rely on you… so, I… want to ask of you……”

I nodded then looked into Nier’s eyes and replied: “Nier, I can’t guarantee that I can save the children, because… I can’t throw away all my efforts for them. I did what I did in order to find something to threaten them with to find out what I want to know. If these two matters compete with each other, I won’t help you.”

“But… your majesty……”

“If possible. If possible, I’ll definitely help you.” I looked at Nier, grabbed her shaky hand and continued, “If I can save the children, I definitely will. I promise.”

“Uhm.”

Nier nodded and then lowered her head to wipe the corners of her eyes again. I finally noticed that Nier had always appeared strong in front of me. Her back looked determined and lonely, but Nier was the same as every other girl when they feel despair. Maybe she was even sillier than them. Nier had never begged anybody. In fact, she doesn’t even know how to beg someone or who to beg. She probably wouldn’t have spoken to anyone in the past since it would’ve been pointless.

Nier has protected lots of people but she has no way of protecting that which she wants to protect. No one can match her sword skills, yet she couldn’t kill the target she wanted to kill. Nier was a bird trapped in a cage.

She was very beautiful, but she couldn’t break out of her cage. If she could experience happiness, then life as a bird in cage would still be considered beautiful. However she’s now seen the outside world because of me. This is was the first time she had something she wanted to protect. Unfortunately, the caged bird was completely ignorant. I let her see the outside world, but never promised I’d let her see it to the end.

I looked at Nier who had her head down. I don’t know where I got the courage from, but I reached my arms out and pulled her into my embrace. Nier reacted with shock. She quickly extended her arms out to push me away. She covered her chest and staggered back two steps. She looked at me with anger and loudly exclaimed: “Your majesty! What are you trying to do?!”

“Ah… sorry, I just subconsciously……”

I apologised and smiled. Nier stood still for a few seconds. Her expression then slowly changed to anger. She adjusted her clothing and then looked at me as she sternly exclaimed: “Your majesty, please pay attention to who you are. I already told you this the first time we met: don’t ruin the atmosphere in the palace, did you forget? I am your bodyguard, not your wife. If you have romantic feelings for me, please allow me to reject! I will return to being a Valkyrie afterwards, and so I hope you have some self-respect!”

“Sorry, Nier, it’s my bad.”

I looked at Nier and smiled hopelessly. Nier looked at me as the anger on her face slowly dissipated. It then became the disdainful expression she usually gives me. She looked at me and went “hmph”. She then bowed slightly and said: “Well thank you then, your majesty. I shall not disturb your rest tonight any further, goodnight, your majesty.”

“Alright, goodnight Nier.”

Nier turned around, went to her own room and pulled the door open. I sat on my bed and undid my buttons. I let out a sigh of relief and lied down on my bed. I closed my eyes but all I could see in my mind was Nier‘s beautiful face sobbing. I opened my eyes and looked at my hands I hugged Nier with. I smiled helplessly to myself and then covered my face.

Good grief, I feel terrible.

I’m meant to be loyal to Lucia. I rejected mom, and yet here I am falling for Nier. I can’t help it. Nier was the first one to welcome me home and the person I admire. She looks cool from behind. I don’t think I could look so determined like that in this lifetime.

Nier closed the door and pressed her hands on her chest firmly. She looked at the wall in front of her terrified. Her heart was beating like crazy. It was the first time her heart beat so fast after becoming a Valkyrie. She looked at her left hand with shock. Why? Why was her mind completely disordered and lost for words when it was just a quick hug?

Nier dived onto her bed. The burning sensation in her chest couldn’t be put out.
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Luna opened her eyes again. Now that her mana had been replenished, she displayed the special sensitivity characteristic of elves in the middle of the night. And hence, the sound of Nier wiping her sword in the room sounded like a noisy and dangerous signal to her. Nier sat on her bed and wiped her blade over and over with a cloth. The elven blade isn’t the curved sabre type. It’s similar to a pirate sword that we know in the modern day, still somewhat curved and with a relatively heavy blade, but thinner. However, it was light when swung. Nier became attracted to the blade within a single day. She didn’t leave it behind even when she returned to the Valkyries’ place.

Of course, there were other reasons as well, like it being given to her by his majesty. Nier was slightly agitated right now because of his majesty’s hug. She couldn’t sleep despite trying, so she did something that could calm her down. But she couldn’t calm down for as long as she held the sword.

“Is it because of his majesty?”

“Aaaahh!”

Nier screamed in a high-pitched voice and her hands started to shake subconsciously, causing her to toss her blade out. Nier turned around and felt her face burn up. Luna looked at her with an ambiguous smile. The atmosphere between the two of them was extremely awkward. It was the first time Nier revealed a surprised expression instead of hate or disgust in front of Luna. Her reaction was like that of a child that had his secret seen through.

Nier is just a kid in the world of romance. Luna could lead Nier by the nose in that world. Luna looked at Nier who was frightened with a smile like she was enjoying it. First loves are always so beautiful both for the person involved and the people watching from the side. For those watching from the side, a silly romance is like a warm rom-com. No matter who it is, they’ll give their blessings with a smile to the two of them.

“No!”

Nier quickly regained her usual composure. She picked up her blade from the ground and began wiping it again. Luna rested her head as she looked at her and said: “I think that we can become good friends, Miss Gilliante. If possible, could I call you Nier in the future?”

“Do as you please.”

Nier scoffed and then continued, “I’ve never thought about getting along with an elf. For as long as your elven king does not fall, I will never be friendly with you elves. The situation is only as so since I have no other choice. Don’t go thinking you can become friends with me either!”

“While you say that, we’re the same, Nier.” Luna emphasised Nier’s name and then said with a smile, “Haven’t we both fallen for someone we can’t fall for?”

“What are you saying?! I’m warning you. Don’t try to get any ideas about his majesty! I’m just his majesty’s temporary bodyguard. I’ll return to being a Valkyrie afterwards. That’s where I should belong!” Nier looked at Luna and continued sternly, “It doesn’t matter if it’s you or me, we can’t have feelings for his majesty! Our statuses aren’t the same!”

“I just don’t get it. Why must humans have that rule? We don’t stop love even though we strongly value bloodlines. Love is the sweet flower dew god gifted us with. If we stop it because of identities and statuses that people created themselves, god wouldn’t be happy either. It goes against god’s will. A love that came by through bloodlines won’t be respected by anyone, nor will it receive the blessings from anyone.”

Luna lied back down on the bed then looked at the roof and continued, “Nier, if you give up just like that, I’d feel like you’re different to how you usually are. Nier, you can’t choose who to protect and what you want to do. However, the one thing you have the freedom to do is to choose who you love. Maybe you still don’t understand, but you’ll come to understand it in the end. When you embrace the one you like, your entire body will be filled with bliss and shyness. You’ll probably feel like you can’t stop it.”

Nier froze up like she got hit by an arrow. She then said to Luna behind her in a soft voice: “…… Go to sleep.”

Luna rolled over and closed her eyes again. This time, she wore a bitter and astringent smile on her face.

“Nier. Nier, are you still up?”

When Nier was about to put the sword down, a knock suddenly came from the door.

I anxiously knocked on the door. I wore a simple overcoat and then wrapped a cloak around myself. It happened suddenly and I just found out about it. It looks like the church sped up after I refused their offer. The horse carriage which was supposed to arrive tomorrow had already entered the market. As a result, I needed to take action earlier than planned. Fortunately, I had prepared everything necessary beforehand.

“Aaahh!”

I heard high-pitched cry came from inside as well as the sound of metal dropping on the ground. A moment later, Nier pushed the room door open. She looked at me firmly and in a composed way, and said: “Your majesty, what orders do you have?”

I looked at her slightly blushed face and hesitated for a moment. I decided not to mind it for the meantime and said to her: “Get ready right away. We need to make a trip outside. Oh, right, wear more clothing, both torso and lower body.”

“Is it very cold outside?”

“No. I’m worried that you’ll get really hurt when you fall.”

I revealed a mysterious smile and left behind a bewildered Nier. Luna sat up and looked at me. She smiled and said: “Your majesty, do you still want some tea? Sorry. If I knew you were going to wake up early today, I would have gotten up earlier.”

“It’s fine, Luna. You keep sleeping. Just prepare some good tea when we get back. We probably won’t be too long. We should be back by the afternoon.”

“Alright. I wish you luck, your majesty.”

Luna stood up and bowed before lying back down. I admit I looked down below Luna’s sleeping gown for a few seconds. But I’m really excited right now because if everything I did before is considered foreshadowing, then tonight will be the battle. As long as my plan succeeds, I’ll be able to ride the wave of momentum and resolve everything.

There’s definitely a problem with the statues of god. I insist on that. For humans, heavy gold is much more attractive than god. Humans don’t actually believe in god. Those who worship god do so just for their own desires. All the explanations of god are just to justify their own actions. Humans and elves are completely different. Humans don’t yearn for god. Humans only make statues of god for their own needs.

That’s precisely why the elves’ shrine is miraculous while the humans’ is forever a place full of bloodshed and sins. That’s why humans need atheism. As long as god exists in a nation, they’ll go crazy over that so-called god as well as kill and seek profit. While they run their mouths about god’s will, they just do what they do for their own filthy desires. That’s religion. That’s this so-called belief.

But I’m not trying to destroy religion this time. If I forcefully take away the people’s belief when they believe in religion, their believers will create trouble. That’s no good for governance purposes. You can’t make people forget their faith with a single swing of a sword. The protestant reformation in Europe didn’t happen overnight. I don’t intend to destroy religion this time. What I want is the right to preach religion, thereby not allowing the church to say what they please. So what I’m after is the right to preach their content.

Whoever holds the power to preach will be the one that benefits.

I want to strangle the church’s neck and make them kneel before me and admit to their crimes. I want them to hand over their gold covered in blood. I want to destroy their bullshit-acts they used to fool countless people.

That’s right, I don’t believe in god. But I can make others believe in me.

Glossary

In the last paragraph, Troy is talking about not believing that humanity has a god, you know the god the church worships, not an umbrella term for some never-ever-mentioned singular god figure that rules over all species in this world. Stick to the context.
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The sun had yet to come up but the carnival-atmosphere was over. Other than the sporadic fire, the city was silent. While the people doing business on the streets as well as food stores were in operation, there were few customers. Even the chef was snoring next to the fire. It was the first time Nier and I trotted around in the city on her horses. We took two horses while there weren’t many people and swiftly made our way through the streets.

Atop her horse and while bearing the cold whistling wind, Nier shouted loudly to me: “Your majesty, what exactly do you want to do?”

I gave an ambiguous reply: “You’ll know when we get there.”

We turned multiple times through the streets and finally stopped in front of an inn. The lights were still on at the inn and they were still open. However, the sound of dishes and cups being moved around was now absent. Nier and I dismounted and then entered the inn. Inside were unconscious young people and even people dressed in guards’ uniforms. I wasn’t paying attention to the guards right now, but the boss wiping the cups.

“I am prince Troy Galadriel Rosvenor. Have you prepared what I asked for?”

I looked at him. He looked like a very hale and hearty elder. He silently nodded and pointed to his rear. Normally speaking, cheap wine is packaged in large barrels before being delivered so behind the inn is a courtyard for unloaded goods. There should be a four-row heavy horse carriage like the church’s there right now.

“Thank you.”

I nodded and then threw down a gold coin. The boss silently took the coin and then suddenly asked me: “Your majesty, do you really have to take action against the church?”

“Do I look like I’m joking to you?” I revealed a cold smile and continued, “People say that old army veterans can’t stand what the church does. Further, the one who came looking for me last time was an old army veteran. I think that you’d all be thankful for what I’m doing, right?”

“Uhm…..”

He nodded and placed the cup down before bending down to grab a gun from under the counter. He then looked at me and said: “The church caused our comrade’s child to die. While we are old army veterans, we’re still her majesty’s soldiers. We won’t let scum like them exist here in her majesty’s territory where we too shed blood for it. Therefore, your majesty, if you want to destroy the church, we can help. We will go through hell and back without regret. Most of our children are soldiers. If you require so, they can take up their arms at any time for you.”

“Thank you very much. I thank you as the prince. I believe that I will definitely require your assistance. Her majesty led you in a quest of bloodshed to form this empire, and I shall safeguard the empire you gave your all to create.”

I bowed slightly to salute him. The veteran shivered from head to toe and then performed a very on-point hand-raise salute. Although he had aged, soldiers never age. A soldier is still a proud soldier when he steps up.

I went to the rear courtyard. The was a heavy horse carriage just like the church’s there. To maintain the heavy weight, a lot of rocks were fitted into the trunk at the rear. I started to suspect that they would be the ones who’d end up doing me in. I jumped up to the carriage and pulled Nier to my side to say: “Nier, what I’m about to ask you to do is extremely impulsive, and yes, also extremely dangerous. Bringing you along with me is the equivalent of putting us both in danger.”

“Your majesty, why do you always do dangerous things when you come back? Every time you come back, all sorts of things happen.” Nier who was at my side complained and then added, “But I am your bodyguard now so I shall accompany to whatever dangerous places you go. It’s just that I don’t want to collide with you like last time again. Your majesty, what do you need me to do this time?”

” I want to crash the church’s horse carriage carrying the statue of god over.”

“What?” Nier looked at me with shock as if I was an alien.

I chuckled and repeated myself: “I want to crash the church’s horse carriage carrying the statue of god over!”

“Have you considered the consequences of two heavy horse carriages crashing?” Nier sighed and said, “Your majesty, what you’re trying to do is no longer considered crazy, but a death-wish. We’re unlikely to survive the crash. Maybe you feel that there is a problem with the statue, but you really will get launched out of the carriage if you do this.”

“That’s why I need you.”

I looked at Nier and continued, “I need you to jump off the horse carriage with me before they crash. I need to guarantee that there is someone who can bring the coach of the other carriage under control after we jump off, otherwise, I don’t think I’d be able to get back up after falling.”

Nier looked at me with an expression that was hard to describe. She then sighed and said: “If you insist on doing this, I shall go with you until the end, without any further complaints.”

“Thank you, Nier. It’d be nice if you were my bodyguard instead of a Valkyrie.”

“Please don’t say that, your majesty. I will forever be her majesty’s Valkyrie.” Nier turned around and didn’t look at me again. I smiled bitterly and then raised my head up to look at the misty sky. The church’s horse carriage isn’t allowed into the city at this time. When a ray of light appears in the sky, I’ll charge over. We aren’t too far away from the church so their horse carriage will definitely stop here to get ready to deliver the statue. As such, I’ll take advantage of that, charge over and crash their horse carriage, flipping it over.

I certainly can’t damage the statue, but if a traffic accident happens, hey, that’s got nothing to do with me. Yes, I like drifting at midnight, and I like riding heavy horse carriages at midnight too. Furthermore, I’m bringing my bodyguard with me. If an accident happens, it’s an accident. What else can they say?

The broken statue will end up as just a pile of stones. I just need to be able to pick up one piece. Who knows, there might even be salt in sight after it breaks.

Nier and I didn’t speak. We could only hear the horses around us snorting and trotting on the ground. I looked at Nier beside me and coughed gently to break the silent atmosphere between us.

“Nier, don’t worry, we still have time.”

Nier paused before turning her head; “I beg your pardon, your majesty?”

“I was saying we still have time to save those children.”

I awkwardly touched my nose and then said: “The children are still around after all. As long as they’re still around, there’s bound to be a way. Nier, since at night.. erm… you… erm… so, I’ll definitely help you.”

“Your majesty, please do not bring that up again.” Nier gave me a cold look. She then backed away from me a bit and continued, “Please do not think that you can still hug me whenever you like. I am a Valkyrie, not your target for affection.”

“Sorry, sorry. I wasn’ t talking about that. And umm, I’ll do my best to help you. Take it as an apology for that hug. Sorry, Nier.”

“…… Uhm, thank you, your majesty.”

We both went silent again. I hopelessly raised my head and looked at the somewhat purple sky. I suck at holding long conversations. I want to have a relaxed conversation with Nier, but Nier never gives me a chance. Nier probably still hates me.

A ray of light appeared in the sky and the world suddenly lit up. It was like sound had returned to the silent world. It was just a single second’s change, yet the ray of light brought life to the continent. I took in a breath of ice-cold air, moved my frozen hands, and whipped the horse.

“Sit tight, Nier, This veteran is going to start now! Let’s go horsey!”
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I said that driving was uncomfortable, didn’t I? I want to change my opinion. Drifting is awesome! I could imagine the scythed chariots in ancient times, running across the plains at this speed, listening to the whistling wind and sound of the horse hooves while standing at the top commanding it. It feels incredible. It would feel awesome to rush into an enemy camp and slay them with it.

That’s why they say “fast and furious”. It was like adrenaline was trying to compete with my own speed. This must be why the cavalry roar uncontrollably when they rush the enemy vanguard I guess. I gave it my all to increase my speed to the absolute max. The four horses pulling the heavy carriage were like a race-car racing through the street. Nier grabbed hold of the handrail to the side tightly. I made a tight turn at high-speed. If it weren’t for the rocks in the back, I imagine we would’ve flipped. After turning sideways in a scary way, we continued the charge forward.

This is a straight road. A heavy horse carriage in front of us slowly came over. The coach looked like he heard the quick steps from my horses’ hooves. He turned to see my heavy horse carriage charging over towards him. He cried out in terror causing me to shiver. The corner of my mouth couldn’t resist the exhilarating feeling I felt inside and I revealed a savage smile. I whipped the reins with everything I had and charged towards the church’s horse carriage.

We were getting closer and closer! Nier struggled to get up. She was ready to jump off. However, I felt that we still weren’t quite there yet. Not yet. The coach tried to move the carriage. I must ensure that I can crash him for sure!

“Your majesty!! It’s time to jump!”

“Wait! Wait a little longer!”

“Your majesty! Sorry! We can’t wait any longer!”

Before I had given the order, Nier suddenly wrapped her arm around me tightly. I could feel my body sink into something soft and warm. The next thing I heard was the wind’s howl and then the heavy thud sound from our landing. Immediately afterwards, I head a scream as loud as a mountain avalanche. Nier used her strength to hold me with a similar posture to a princess carry and jumped off the carriage. My head was firmly pressed against her chest.

Uhm, Nier sure has hidden big boobs.

I admire Nier. Nier is truly very agile. She landed steadily on her two legs even though she was carrying me. Noticing the light post in front, Nier forcefully turned her body, using her back to absorb the impact of the collision with the light post for me.  However, the light overhead fell straight down.

Nier sprinted with all her might a few steps. The sound of the light shattering upon impact with the ground could be heard behind us.

It looked like a few rocks fell there. Over there, the heavy thuds of rocks dropping on the ground could be heard.

Nier placed me down, looked at me and asked with concern: “Are you alright, your majesty?”

I staggered back a few steps after getting put down. I checked myself out and didn’t find any injuries. Nier on the other hand was painfully rubbing her lower leg. Hurt for her, I touched Nier on her head and then ran over in the direction of the dust flying in all directions. I must find the remains of the statue before the church’s people arrive.

The air carried the smell of dust and dirt. The dust covered the air like a smoke bomb was thrown. The neigh of the horse before its death was accompanied by blood pouring forth. You’d be hard-pressed to survive that. I wouldn’t be surprised if they got crushed to death. But I’m not in any mood to give my condolences to the horses right now. I ran over to where the church’s horse carriage flipped over and saw the scattered broken bits of stone.

I crouched down and picked up the pieces as fast as I possibly could. I finally found a white finger in the midst of the stones. God’s head should be here, but I don’t want to pick up that heavy lambasted head.

“What happened?!!”

The church’s guards came running out. I quickly grabbed that finger and checked it out. It’s stone. This is nothing special. I quickly put it on my lips and licked it.

I knew it. Winner, Troy Galadriel Rosvenor.

I chuckled coldly and placed the finger in my pocket. They say that god will point you in the right direction. Well I believe that now. God’s finger really will point one in the right direction. While it’s not the meaning to human life, physics will be able to help me solve a very important matter.

The church’s guards yelled at me: ”Surround him!!”

Just as I turned around to run, Nier had rushed out in front of me. Her lower leg must still be in pain. She protected me but she needs to carry the responsibilities of two people. I noticed from her expression that she was still in pain. But since she emitted her killing intent aura all around, the air in the surrounding area seemingly froze. Nier pulled me behind her, drew her blade, pointed it at them and in a cold voice said: “Standing before you is the prince of the Rosvenor Empire, Troy Galadriel Rosvenor. I will treat all those who draw a weapon on his majesty as traitors! What are you trying to do?!”

All of the guards got frightened. They trembled as they watched Nier’s fierce expression and her sword. Seeing that, they threw their weapons down. A man dressed in a formal robe came running over with a horrified look on his face and shouted: “Your majesty! Your majesty! My god! What in god’s name have you done?!”

“Nothing. I was just drifting. Maybe I forgot to tell you, but drifting at midnight is my hobby.”

I looked at him with a cold smile. I then made a small bow and said: “I’m truly sorry. I broke your stuff because of my hobby. But god should know that I didn’t mean to. It’s just a one-time traffic accident. I’m very sorry about breaking your horse carriage and statue, but you must know, it wasn’t on purpose. Uhm, I’ll pay you back for your losses. I’ll pay exactly what they’re worth, including your horse carriage.”

“Compensation is not the problem! Your majesty! This is god’s statue! It is god’s statue!”

“I already told you, it wasn’t on purpose. Look if you want to make an issue out of things, then I could make a case against you, because this is not an unloading zone. If you insist on unloading goods in front of the church, I can’t help it. Horse carriages aren’t supposed to be here in the first place. See? It’s because you decided to not follow the regulations and insist on unloading goods here that I almost got hurt. Do you want me to go back and tell her majesty about this?”

I looked at him through the corner of my eye. You can’t unload goods here. While there aren’t many people around early in morning and therefore won’t cause an issue, the rules are the rules. The rules and regulations were created here, as for how they are enforced, that’s my business. You’re now offenders, and you almost hurt me. So what are you going to do about it?

He stood in place at first. He then quickly waved his hand said: “We are very sorry. We are very sorry, your majesty. We are in the wrong. We are in the wrong. We are very sorry. I am glad that you did not get hurt. But I hope you will not tell her majesty about this. Parking in a non-parking zone is our mistake. We will compensate you for your losses.”

“No, no, no, you guys have suffered losses too at the end of the day. I should compensate you, otherwise, wouldn’t it be a hit-and-run incident? I can’t afford to shoulder that crime.”

I laughed and then walked up to him. I saw the uneasy look in his eyes. Next to his ear, I quietly said: “But isn’t this statue too salty for you guys?”

“You?!”

He shivered like he got electrocuted. He looked at me with his horrified eyes like the world was ending. I chuckled and then made an invitational hand gesture and said: “How about this then: I’ll go with you to your office so we can discuss the compensation details. What do you think? I’m being sincere, but I don’t know about you.”

“Alright, alright!”

He hesitated for a second and then nodded. I gave a satisfied nod and walk up to Nier. I quietly said to her: “Thank you very much, Nier.”

“It’s my duty.”

Nier bowed slightly and then turned around to walk behind me. I turned around and extended my hand out to hold her hand tightly. She hesitated. I looked at her and said: “It’s fine for you to lean on me.”

“…… I apologise, your majesty.”

I don’t know if it was my imagination but I felt like she was grabbing me very tightly with her hand on my shoulder. And was her face slightly red?

The sun behind us finally rose, lighting up the road in front of us…… I think the road we walk next will be this bright too.

 

   l   


					
    

    
        Chapter 37

        





Once we entered the room, Nier released me. The individual in charge of the company sat in his chair with a look of despair on his face, and looked at me. I smiled and walked up to the window. I pulled the thick black curtains shut. The room went pitch black instantly as if the sun had yet to come up outside. I then went to the door and locked it. I then finally walked up to the desk and sat down on the timber chair. I looked at the face that was due to the shadow cast on the other side of the table opposite me with a smile. With my smile still on my face, I said: “You don’t have to be so tense. I didn’t come to judge you….. My, is that your wife and daughter? Your daughter sure is cute. You’re a fortunate man, congratulations.”

I waved my hand and Nier walked up front, drew her sword and then stood behind him. She placed her blade up against his neck.

I picked up a small crate on his desk, but inside was a drawing. It was a drawing of an elegant and dignified wife holding a young girl with a smile. His hands trembled like he wanted to leap over and snatch it from me. However, he still had a sword to his neck. If he were to budge, that blade would cut his neck open without any hesitation.

“Your majesty…… Your majesty… I beg you… I beg you……”

I saw a flash of despair and anguish in his eyes. His lips trembles and his face was white as a sheet as if he was ready to keel over. His voice was shaky and hoarse, sounding like he was sobbing. I smiled. I stood up, walked over to his side and patted his shivering body. I placed the drawing into his hands and he gripped it tightly akin to someone scared of drowning and grabbing onto straws. I looked at him, bent over and next to his ear, quietly said: “If I report this you’ll be executed while your wife and child will be sold off. Wait, considering our friendship, I could let them enter the palace. If you can’t accept that, I can let you and your family reunite in heaven.”

“Your majesty…… don’t… don’t… I beg you……”

“Of course, if I was going to do that, I wouldn’t have come here.” I chuckled as I walked back to the front of my seat and sat down. I then clasped my hands by interlocking my fingers and looked at him, “I’ve already shown enough sincerity, so let’s negotiate. What you say next determines the fate of your wife, your child and your life.”

He despairingly shouted: “Your majesty, just tell me, what do you want to know from me?!” After that he slouched into his chair like he’d been sapped off all of his life-energy.

I smiled casually and then said: “I want to know who tried to assassinate me.”

I stayed silent for moment before revealing a terrifying expression. I looked at Nier. Nier shook her hand and a few drops of blood slowly seethed out from his neck. I looked at him and in a muffled voice said: “Think about this: Is the punishment awaiting you way off in the distance somewhere scarier, or is the blade on your neck scarier? Choose wisely.”

He looked at me. He then covered his face with his hands and rubbed it. He then sighed and said: “I only know where the weapons go. We ship the weapons. I am not talking about the guns on the market though because guns must be marked when they are manufactured. Wherever each gun gets sent to gets noted. When we purchase these guns we buy them and get them delivered to the company under Castor’s name. The church’s members then move the guns back. The guns therefore have recorded origins. They are recorded the first time they are handled, but they are not recorded a second time once they arrive with Castor. I only know that it was indeed the members of the church that brought the guns back while the ones who carried out the job are hired assassins and mercenaries. As a low-ranked cooperative, I do not know the details as to who plans the operations.”

“In other words, you’re certain that the church was involved with my assassination.”

“Uhm. Also, the church does not pay. The funds for the guns are sourced from elsewhere. However, as I am only responsible for shipping, I do not know the origins of the funds for the guns. There must be someone else behind the scenes while the church must know the happenings and silently help them.” He looked at me and pleaded, “Your majesty, I truly only know so much. I am just a bankrupt servant who got taken in. I honestly do not know the details of what is going on behind the scenes.”

I nodded. It looks like it wasn’t just a single group that was involved with my assassination attempt. It must’ve been an operation with many people working together. It doesn’t look like I’ll find out anymore from him. Okay, so now I need to think about how to find out what I want from the church. But it doesn’t seem like they were the ones who planned the hit, and are but just an intermediary.

But this is sufficient. I’ll kill everyone who was involved, regardless of whom they may be. I don’t care what it takes. I’ll kill them for sure, and destroy them.

I stood up, looked at him and said: “Is that all you know? Alright. I trust you don’t know one thing, and that is that you’re no longer needed. You were only valuable to me because of what you had stored in your brain. Since you’ve now told me… Forget it. I won’t scare you.”

I waved my hand and looked at his even more hopeless face. I sighed, smiled and said, “Let’s continue discussing something. Do you still have the thing you put before me last time?”

“You are referring to……”

I looked at him, smiled and extended my hand outwards: “The land deed and thirty-thousand gold coins.”

He looked at me with a helpless expression and replied: “Your majesty… the deed… the land deed is still with me, but the thirty-thousand gold coins were not mine. There is no way my company would have thirty-thousand gold coins. The original plan was for us to pay you that sum after we privately sold the salt once you sold it to us.”

“That’s simple then. You now owe me thirty-thousand gold coins.”

I smiled and grabbed a sheet of paper by the side. I wrote the IOU and then signed my name. After a thinking about it for a moment, I then made a small cut by sliding it on Nier’s blade and pressed it on the IOU. I then smiled, placed the IOU in front of him and said: “Now, sign your name, and then put your fingerprint on it. Sorry, I don’t have a heat-stamp on me at the moment, so use your blood as a replacement.”

“Your majesty! I really don’t have money! I really don’t have money!”

“I never said you have to pay it off all at once.”

I smiled and watched as he quivered while signing his name and stamping his fingerprint on. I then picked up another sheet of paper and wrote a second document, signed my name and then raised my head up to look at Nier. With a smile I said: “Nier, this is for you. Sign your name and then stamp your fingerprint on.”

Nier looked at me blankly, but then did as I said.

I put the two documents together and then handed them to Nier. I then clapped my hands with satisfaction and said: “Alright, you’re the new creditor, Nier. I transferred the thirty-thousand gold coins you owe me to Nier. Now give me the land deed. Nier, sign your name on the land deed…… Uhm, alright. Nier, the orphanage is yours now, and this company also owes you thirty-thousand gold coins.”

“Your majesty……”

I smiled and looked at Nier who was taken by surprise and said: “It’s fine. I promised the church that I wouldn’t touch that block of land, so the church can’t say anything if I give it to you. However, I’m not in a rush to get the thirty-thousand gold coins. I wrote a fifty-year instalment payment period. You will need to pay the instalments plus the interest every year for the next fifty years. In this way, the orphanage will have the required funds to be maintained. Thank you very much, Mr. Kind-hearted.”

He froze up and looked at me. He was no longer wearing any expression on his face. I waved my hand and then said: “Third thing, I want to know where you got the elves from.”

“The elves… the elves were brought here by the church, not through me. I do not know where they brought them in from either. I think there should be a good number of elves inside the church. A fair number of them! I heard they came from a village, but I do not know the details! I honestly do not know!”

“You said that there are elves in the church, right?”

I nodded and then had Nier sheathed her sword. I pulled the door open then turned my head around to look at him and indifferently say: “Consider yourself lucky. I need to rush off elsewhere to deal with other matters. I wish you good health and I wish your family stays happy. Goodbye!”
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“Your majesty, I have verified it. The church already knows of his majesty’s actions last night. The market is now less a batch of guns. Perhaps they are plotting against his majesty.”

“Got it.”

“Understood.”

The two of them stood up and swiftly left the inner court. The two of them were dressed in commoner’s clothing, or you could also describe it as dirty and short in length like that of sailors. Although they had the scent of wine on them, their eyes were very sharp nonetheless. They were the ruler’s informants, her eyes and ears, spread out at every corner of the empire. If the Valkyries were the empress’s sword, then her informants would be her shield. Nobody knows who the ruler’s informants are. Maybe they were their own parents, maybe it was the person selling apples on the street. In short, if you don’t do anything shady, nobody will find trouble with you. However, if you have any ill-will, you’ll basically get taken away the next day.

“Your majesty, about today’s conference… Ah… What are you-?”

Castell walked into the empress’s room and saw her putting on her riding boots. The empress rarely wore this military get-up nowadays. Her usual military get-up was a formal military uniform. What she was wearing now was battle attire. She stomped in her shoes and set her sword which she had not unsheathed for around a decade on her waist, and then whipped her long hair before looking at Castell and repling: “I’m going to go and help my son.”

“But… did you not say you were leaving it to his majesty to handle? It looks like his majesty is doing alright… Further, if somebody wanted to hurt his majesty, you could just send guards or the Valkyries.”

“I’m his mother. He doesn’t know what danger he is facing. Shielding her child from danger is a mother’s responsibility. I can’t leave this in someone else’s hands. I’ve never protected my child before. I regretted it deeply after last time. If I see my son get hurt in front of me again this time, I won’t be able to forgive myself.”

The empress walked up to the door and shouted: Alice!”

Alice appeared like a flash of light from the side, bowed, looked at the empress with a smile and asked: “What are you orders, your majesty?”

“Alice, go and help my son. He should be heading to the church by now. If they’re headed there, I don’t feel confident that Nier can handle it alone. Don’t take any other Valkyrie. Go alone. Ah, also, when you take action, be conscious of what you do. This is the royal capital. Don’t make it too bloody.”

“Are you starting to lose a little bit of confidence in Nier? You should say that you are more confident with Nier by his majesty’s side.” Alice smiled and then bowed and continued, “But, order received. I shall head out now. But, who will you rely on to keep you safe, your majesty?”

“I’ll rely on the sword my husband gave me!”

The empress patted the long sword at her waist and then with a proud smile said: “My sword hasn’t seen blood in a long time. I want to see what bloodshed looks like again too. Don’t worry about me, Alice. This morning exercise will be quite fun to me. It’s much better than discussing things at conferences.”

“In that case, I hope you be careful.”

Alice got up and left the inner court. If the Valkyries move, then it screams that something major happened. However, if Alice acts alone, she won’t attract as much attention. Further, since Alice took action, it meant the palace was facing the most dangerous crisis because Alice was the empress’s bodyguard and yet she wasn’t by her side now.

That indicated that the empress was going to personally take action.

“Your majesty… thank you very much.”

Nier stood in front of me and bowed deeply. She gripped two sheets of paper in her hands tightly. They were the land deed and loan contract. To Nier they were tickets to realising her dream. I smiled as I shook my head and said: “It’s nothing. I just happened to still have the opportunity after finding out what I wanted. It’s just as I said, as long as I can, I’ll save those children. But it wasn’t thanks to me, Nier.”

Nier looked at me puzzled. I pointed to her name on the papers. I never expected Nier’s handwriting to look so good. I never thought her hands that wielded a sword in such a trained way could write such nice-looking letters. I continued: “It’s your name that’s on here. In other words, the orphanage is yours now. The kids here were all protected by you. Every dollar they spend is provided by you. So the credit is yours. When you see the children, stand proud and accept their blessings and gratitude.”

Nier stayed silent. A moment later, she blinked rapidly. She looked at me and said: “Your majesty… your majesty… thank… thank… thank you so much… thank you, thank you so much…….”

“You don’t have to thank me. Didn’t I already tell you? The credit is all yours. I didn’t have anything to do with it. The church better not pull me into it if they’re looking for the person responsible. I don’t want others to know about something so embarrassing.”

I looked at Nier and gently stroked her head. She didn’t react in any way this time, instead gripping the papers in her hand tighter and shaking a little. I softly said: “You’ve saved me too many times Nier. You’ve helped me understand a lot of things. You’re someone I always admired, Nier. I always rely on you, so I’m very happy to have been able to help you this time.”

“Your majesty… I… I… You are the same as her majesty. You are someone that has helped me.” Nier raised her head and I noticed some tears forming in her eyes. She looked at me with tears and in a hoarse voice said, “But, you protected that which I wanted to protect but couldn’t. Thank you so much.”

“You don’t have to thank me. As I told you, I’m very happy to have been able to help you. You can rely on me in the future if possible. Although I’m pretty stupid and don’t know how to wield a sword, I will definitely give my all for you. I’m serious.”

I reached my hands out to cup Nier’s face. Nier closed her eyes and let me wipe away her tears. Nier had always worn a determined look in my presence. These tears didn’t suit her. Nier would be so beautiful if she could smile. That’s why I’m always jealous of those children who can put a smile on her face. If possible, I want Nier to show me a smile too.

“Erm… mmm……”

I felt the atmosphere start to become somewhat weird so I quickly let go. It’s a bit too early for the male and female leads to celebrate a victory. I’ve just found out what I wanted to know. Next is destroying this church and then there’s the elves.

Since the church still has elves, that means they must have some location to lock up the elves. However, I already have an answer. I found the answer to all my questions with that ringing sound.

I looked at Nier and said: “Let’s go, Nier. Let’s go and give the money to the dean of the orphanage and then go to the church again. I have absolute confidence this time. There won’t be a problem.”

“Uhm.”

Nier nodded in agreement and followed behind me. We passed through the busy crowds and arrived where we hadn’t been in a long time. However, our arrival this time must be like gods arriving. How will the children welcome Nier who protected them?

But, my smile was stiff on my face.

There were no smiles from the children or the deans smile in sight. Nothing. All that was left was a hanging plaque swaying as well as a smashed front door.

We were too late.

It looks like the church acted extremely quickly. They had taken away all the orphans in the time we had the collision and negotiation.

Nier looked at everything in front of her blankly and dropped to her knees. She curled her body up in torment. She gripped the sheets of paper she treated as a miracle before. Nier’s body quivered intensely and she wailed like a roar. She wailed like a lioness looking at her vandalized den.

I clenched my fists tightly and breathed heavily out of anger. My rage could virtually explode from my body. I crouched down and pulled Nier who was wailing into my arms tightly. Nier grabbed my clothing tightly and cried loudly in my arms. I clenched my teeth tightly and looked in the direction of the church with fury. I said: “Don’t worry Nier. I swear on my life that I’ll bring those children to you in one piece. I definitely will! I’ll put my life and reputation on the line. I’ll have this church pay this blood debt with their blood!”
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“Your majesty!”

As soon as I entered the inn, everyone rose. The inn owner looked at me and said with admiration: “You truly are her majesty’s son. You are not careless at all. We saw how you fearlessly collided with the carriage. We respect your bravery. Fuck the church!”

“Fuck the church!”

The people below shouted out in unison and then downed their wine in one shot. I took in a deep breath and looked at them. All of them except the owner were young men. I guess they’re probably the children of old veterans. That’s son’s succeeding their fathers for you. All of them looked fierce with physiques that were much more than passable. I picked up a bottle of wine, smashed it on the table and looked at them as I said: “I require men for a new job. Are any of you here interested in joining me?”

“Please tell us, your majesty!”

Young men drinking in the day are always the type with nothing to do. As soon as they heard there was something to do, they all revealed an excited look. They couldn’t ask for anything more than something to do. I need these guys to go and stir up trouble for me.

I looked at them and loudly said: “That is… to go and tear the church down with me. Do you have the balls to?”

I placed my cup down and they looked at me with astound gazes as if I spouted heresy or said something that would be considered treason. I looked at them and felt a little scared. Please don’t tell me these guys are the type to blow their trumpets but be the first to run when it comes down to it. If they are, my suggestion is going to go to shit……

“Fuck the church! Brothers! Tear it down!”

Alright, it looks like I was overthinking it. I looked at them with astonishment, but three seconds later, all of them wore ecstatic looks. They picked up everything that could be used as a weapon. They even smashed tables, ripped off the table- legs, and rested them over their shoulders. It looks like these guys have wanted to smash the church for a while now but just didn’t dare to. With the prince accompanying them, they could finally vent until they were satisfied.

“Sorry, boss. I’ll pay for your losses.” I smiled helplessly as I looked at the inn-owner, only to find that he was already resting a gun on his shoulder while looking at me: “Tell us, your majesty, are we heading out now or are we going to come up with a plan first? Where do we destroy, how do we destroy and how far can we take it?”

“Stop! Stop!! We’re serving justice, not being gangsters!” I looked at them and smiled helplessly. I then continued, “We aren’t walking up to their doors and smashing their place up. I want you guys to create chaos to get the people around the vicinity to leave the area. I’ll go in to negotiate first, and if it doesn’t work out, you guys come in and unleash hell on them.”

Standing behind me, Nier softly said: “Your majesty, I don’t think this is such a good idea. It is a church after all……”

Nier became really meek after I held her as she cried. I’m starting to wonder if Nier has the energy to fight right now. I shook my head, smiled indifferently and said: “If it was a normal church, I certainly wouldn’t destroy it. But there’s definitely a prison underneath the church. It’s normal for me to destroy such a filthy place. Are you all ready?”

“We shall follow your orders, your majesty!”

The young men shouted and I looked at them with satisfaction. As the descendent of soldiers, they had very good basic discipline. It appears that I can form a squad of my own with them if I need one. They all hate the church to the very core. Well, not really. It’s just that a veteran’s child disappeared at the church, while they as comrades who went through life and death won’t let it end just like that and hence have gathered.

Hatred is the strongest glue. A group that hates the same thing or person is incomparably united.

“Let’s go!”

I waved my hand and led the men out of the inn, and went towards the church.

“All of you pick up your weapons! Prepare yourselves well! It looks like the prince is declaring war on us! Prepare your weapons. As soon as you see the prince bringing men with him, open fire! We must ensure His Excellency leaves safely! We have to ensure his safety even if it means we have to kill the prince in the chaos!

“Who did you say you were going to kill?!”

Down in the sewers, the path of the guards transporting guns suddenly got blocked off. They picked up their guns and looked blankly in front of them. The empress was holding her long sword as she swept her ice-cold gaze across the guards in front of her. She chuckled coldly and said: “Are you church-guards trying to revolt?!”

“Y-Your majesty!”

A guard trembled as he dropped to his knee with a thud. The captain looked at the empress terrified and then quaked as he pointed to the empress and shouted: “Open fire! Fire! We don’t even care about the prince, so who cares about the empress?! Fire! She only has one sword!! Fire! Fire together!”

“Bang! Bang! Bang!!”

The guns rang out in the waterway. The empress laughed coldly and drew her sword. After the next instant, the empress vanished before their eyes. They only heard the fluttering of her cape which sounded like a fierce wind tearing it. The guards looked ahead blankly. The empress laughed coldly while standing in her original spot. On the ground were bullets which were sliced up and sunken down into the water.

“How could I possibly be beaten by the weapon I popularised?”

The empress whipped her sword, chuckled coldly and said: “You want to hit me? I’m afraid you’ll need more men and to shoot quicker. But you’ve already fired at me. I only have one response for traitors……”

“Aaahhh!!!”

In the next instant a flash of light like lightning appeared in the midst of their battle. A light from metal flashed across in the sewer. Blood spurt into the air like fireworks exploding and the stinky stench immediately got polluted with the stench of blood. Heads dropped into the water with the owners of the heads wearing terrified looks in their eyes. The eyes belonging to each head still had terrified looks as they dropped. The empress snorted and returned her sword to its sheath before running toward the rear.

After that, the weapons that the church was waiting to be delivered never arrived. Not one single gun.

I looked at the church and indifferently said: “Alright, the citizens have been kicked out.”

The young men shouted and made a fuss to force the citizens away. The citizens below looked at me blankly, not knowing what I wanted to do. I’m going to soon force the citizens by the church’s door and the apprentices away as well. I stepped up onto the steps with nobody there and walked toward the church. Nier followed me and softly said: “Your majesty, don’t you think this is a little too strange? There’s nobody stopping you… I suspect that this is a trap.”

I turned my head to the side and said with a smile: “It’s fine. You’re here with me, Nier.”

Nier didn’t react at first but then nodded and drew her sword. In a serious tone she said: “Your majesty, please stay behind me. No matter what happens, I will protect you for sure!”

“Then who are you protecting me as?”

I stood next to Nier with a smile on my face, pulled out my gun from behind and said: “Nier, I can’t always stay behind you. There are some things I should face. They ridiculed me and played me for a fool, so I have to make them pay the price. Let’s go, Nier, we……”

“If it isn’t you two.”

I suddenly heard a voice from behind. The speaker was holding in her laughter. Nier reacted with shock and turned around. I turned around and, hmm…? Why is there no one here?

“Your majesty, if you look around with that confused look thinking there’s no one around, I’m going to have to snap your lower leg so that you can share my line of sight.” Alice waved her small fan and aloofly continued, “I don’t need to explain much, do I? Your majesty, I shall follow your orders for now. Let us enter the church now. All else aside, if somebody tries to harm you, I shall rip their intestines out and strangle them to death with it.”

“You don’t need to be that cruel, do you…? But whatever. Alright, let’s head in now.”

I took a deep breath and led the two of them.
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“My, my, I really don’t understand why kids like to run around playing with guns these days. Did you happen to think that you would have an extra layer of armour for your wimpy minds if you carried a gun? Sorry, but you’re still children from the standpoint of adults.”

“Aiming your weapon at his majesty is treason. What are you trying to do?!”

I sat on the bench and looked at the guards on the ground groaning. Alice and Nier restrained themselves more than ever. Nier beat them with her scabbard and Alice didn’t use her hands to tear them apart either. She just tore their armour and broke their wrists and ankles. The two of them stood in the middle of the group of guards sprawled out on the ground. They looked at the archbishop on his knees looking like he was going to wet himself and said: “His majesty is looking for you.”

“Your majesty… your majesty……”

He stood up while trembling. Alice grabbed him by his arm and dragged him like a corpse to bring him before me, and then tossed him onto the chair in front of me. I looked at him, nodded and said: “Long time no see, your excellency. No wait. It hasn’t even been a few days. But my visit this time is different to last time. Put it this way. Last time, you were running the place, but not this time. Alright, I’m not going to waste my time. Once I get what I want and find out what I want to know, I’ll leave right away.”

“Your majesty! You have no right to treat me this way! The church has not done anything wrong! The church is innocent! What you’re doing is just violence! God will curse…”

Giving no shits, I shoved my gun right into his mouth. I think I broke a few of his teeth. I looked at his mouth that slowly began to bleed and indifferently said: “I never said you could say anything other than answering my questions. You think I’m clueless? Aren’t your statues of god a little too salty? Mixing the salt into the plaster and then smashing it before soaking it to revert it back into salt. Not only is that wasteful, you also cut the price of salt. I could execute all of you for privately trafficking salt. I’m here to talk to you and you dare to curse me? God won’t curse me. God will curse you people. You committed all kinds of evil in his name. Do you actually think you still have the right to say you believe in god?”

I pulled my gun out along with a few teeth. He spat out a mouthful of blood as he looked at me while huffing and puffing. I put one leg over the other, picked up a cape on the ground that belonged to a guard, wiped my gun with it and asked: “First question, where are you imprisoning the elves?”

“What elves?! I know nothing about that! We haven’t fallen that low!”

“Alright then. Second question, where are the children from the orphanage?”

“I don’t know! They must’ve left.”

I looked at him and asked word by word: “Third question, who sent the assassins after me?”

He looked at me. Just as he was about to shake his head, Alice stepped forth, grabbed his wrist and twisted it. His cry of pain accompanied Alice’s twist and then his arm drooped down powerlessly like a noodle. Alice looked at him, chuckled coldly and asked: “Try keeping a lid on it. I know hundreds of ways to hurt someone without killing them. Where do you want me to start?”

“It was Castor!!”

The archbishop cupped his hand and shouted: “It was Castor’s Regent! It was her! She funded it! She recruited the people! We were just a medium! We didn’t take part! I still have the secret letter she sent me! It had nothing to do with the church. We just helped her smuggle the guns in and she promised to give us salt! It really was Castor’s Regent! She wanted you to die when you were in the elven lands then her majesty would attack the elves while she contacts the other vassal states to revolt! That’s what the plan was!”

“Very good.” I nodded and stood up satisfied. I then extended my hand out and said: “Give me the secret letter.”

“It’s been burnt already……”

“What do you have to prove what you said then?”

“The envelope! I still have the envelope! We were thinking of reporting it before it all went up in flames, but they actually did it! The envelope is sandwiched in God’s Words on the bookshelf in my room!”

I looked at Nier. Nier nodded and then ran toward his room. He knelt on the ground trembling. Alice kicked him on his back and coldly said: “If you had resisted until the end, I would’ve admired you as a man. But you divulged everything after just that. I look down on you.”

I then turned around to face the door and shouted: “Come in! Smash everything that can be smashed!”

“Your majesty! Why?! I’ve answered you! I’ve answered everything! Everything!”

“You didn’t.”

I turned around, looked at him indifferently and said: “You didn’t answer my first and second question. You imprisoned elves and the children. They should be underground if I’m correct. You think I didn’t know? When I crashed your carriage last night, the sound of the rocks impact when they hit the ground sounded different depending on where they landed. At first, I thought it was a sewer, but I smashed the ground around the vicinity of the church on my way here. It was hollow. You’ve dug underground, haven’t you? Since you didn’t tell me where the entrance is, I’m going to find it myself.”

The young men rushed into the church and looked at me excitedly. I walked up to a chair and sat down. I then waved my hand and said: “Smash. Smash everything that looks like it can be smashed. Just leave this chair I’m sitting on. Smash everything else! Most importantly, smash the statue of god! Of course, we’re smashing things, not stealing, so don’t let me catch you taking things. Go ahead and start now.”

Humans have unlimited destructive power. Alice grabbed the archbishop’s hair and forced him to watch his church get destroyed. Flower vases got thrown down from upstairs, the statues of god got pulled down, the colourful glass got smashed…… His eyes were filled with pain and despair as he watched the god he believed in get smashed and the building he lived in get torn down. I however, paid him no heed.

Nier then walked up behind me and softly said: “Your majesty, I’ve found it. The envelope has Castor’s royalty insignia on it. We can confirm it now.”

I took a look at envelope and stood up. I looked at the mess before me. The young men worked really quickly. They smashed everything here within a very short span of time. I stepped over the glass and destroyed bits of flooring littered on the ground. I looked here and felt something was strange. They’ve pried the floor as well, but I don’t see any mechanisms or entry points. It’s definitely hollow underneath the church, so why haven’t we found it?

“Where is the entrance to your underground area?”

“There is none!”

I guess he’s not entirely stupid. If he did tell me, he’d be dead-meat, but since he didn’t, I have no evidence against him. I kicked him away with frustration. I then shifted my gaze to the only statue of god that hadn’t been smashed, and that was the largest statue of that goddess. It wasn’t that I wasn’t willing to smash it but rather that I couldn’t. It was honestly too large.

I didn’t ask god, but a trail of smoke came from a crack in the floor underneath the statue.

“Alice.”

“What is it, your majesty?”

“Can you smash this statue?”

Alice raised her head to look at the statue. She warmed up her neck and wrists. She then smiled and said: “Alright then, please leave the church, your majesty. Otherwise, you might get hurt by accident.”

We then all left the church. A huge sound like a mountain collapsing came from inside and something dropped onto the ground like an Earthquake. Everybody nearby was shocked. Dirt from inside blew like a violent wind causing me to almost wobble. After it calmed down, we walked in to find Alice standing to the side, desperately trying to fan all the dirt around away. The once large statue of a goddess had been reduced to bits of stone on the ground in front of her. The head had been broken into fragments with one eye looking at me as if it were crying.

Underneath it was a dark entrance.

“Damn. This sort of job gets my clothes all dirty.”

Alice grumbled as she patted her clothes. She then walked up to the archbishop who’d passed out on the ground and asked: “Your majesty, do you still need him?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll……”

I heard the sound of bones breaking behind me, but I wasn’t keen on sparing it my attention at the moment.
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Steam was coming out from the entrance. I took a deep breath. The air was very astringent. It looks like they purify the salt here. When I was about to enter, a person came out. Nier drew her sword. I pressed my hand on hers and watched the person coming out. What was surprising was that it was a girl dressed in simple clothing made from coarse cloth. She had her mouth covered with her hands. She narrowed her blue eyes to look at us, bowed deeply and finally said: “Thank you very much for your help.”

“You are…?”

“I am Freya Vestalia. I am the eldest daughter of the Vestalia household. My family fell after my father passed away. The church then purchased us as labourers. You must be the prince, your majesty. When I heard shouting from where I was down below here, I took hot water and poured it into the entrance so that you would be able to find it. Thank you very much for coming to the rescue, your majesty.”

The young girl bowed elegantly. She looked at me with a look that was neither humble or arrogant. Normally speaking, the rescued party should be frightened or surprised, and cry to me. However, she didn’t shed a single tear, nor did she look scared. Instead, she looked at me calmly with the proud and calm demeanour of nobility.

I couldn’t help but respect her. Even though she was now a slave, she didn’t part with her dignity and pride as nobility deep down. I smiled, bowed and said: “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Vestalia. Your intelligence helped me find the entrance. Please stay above-ground now. Come with me to the palace afterwards to continue our conversation.”

“Your majesty, I have something I would like to speak to you about.”

She looked at me and calmly said: “I hope you can take me in. My home is gone. If you could take me in, I would be very grateful.”

“Take you in as my maid or my bodyguard?” I chuckled and said, “What do I get out of taking you in? I can promise to help you regain your status and money, but if you want to stay by my side, you need to be able to offer me help in some capacity.”

“I understand, therefore I can help you. If you wish to destroy the church, I can help you achieve that.” As she looked at me she continued, “I know you will not believe me, but please believe me because you and I both want to destroy the church.”

I looked at her eyes. She wasn’t tall. She had yet to become an adult. She was probably around fifteen years old. Her body was small, skinny, frail and relatively pretty. Her most lively body part was her eyes. She was but just a slave, a fallen noble. I didn’t trust her significance or reasons.

However, when I looked at her eyes, I could sense her resolve and confidence. Perhaps she really had a way. She makes me believe so. She’s not the type of kid who’s ignorant. Maybe she was smarter than many others. Maybe she really held the key to destroying the church.

She wasn’t rescued for the sake of being rescued, but for vengeance.

“Alright, I shall agree in that case. I want to destroy the church. Follow me for now. We share the same goal. We both want to destroy the church.”

I reached my hand out to stroke her head. Her hair which should’ve been as beautiful as mom’s was now covered in cobwebs and dust. She eloquently took a step back, saluted me and then said: “Thank you very much, your majesty. Please allow me to first tidy myself up. Below is where they purify the salt. There are two levels below it. I have never gone down below, but it should be where they imprison people. I occasionally hear cries from below.”

“Alright.”

I nodded and led Nier down. Nier stretched her hand out and grabbed my cape. In a soft voice, she said: “Your majesty, the children……”

“Mmm, the children are probably down below. I’m not sure, but Nier, I promised you that I would definitely rescue those children.”

I reached my hand out to grab Nier’s slightly trembling hand. Nier froze up and then lowered her head. Seeing that we were close to our final ray of hope, Nier was now scared. She was scared that she wouldn’t see the children in the end. They were the only thing she wanted to protect, as well as being the only thing that could make her happy. Everything by Nier’s side had been stolen from her, her parents, foster parents and family. She was left with just the empress and her sword in the end.

She had strength, but she could never use it for herself. She could protect her master, but not anything else around her, not even the final ounce of warmth in her palms. She couldn’t hold onto her final ray of light. Nier was truly afraid this time.

After walking down the steps and taking a fire torch from the wall, I discovered that underground was a huge empty area. On one side were smashed plaster statues while in the centre was a huge pot that was virtually boiling. It looks like they smash the plaster, throw it into the pot and boil it. After that would be taking what remained which was salt water. After roast drying it, it would become salt. How complicated.

After walking along a big section, we came to a big door. I tried to push it but it was locked. It appears I need Alice.

I dragged Alice down again. Alice opened the door with a single punch. She then looked at me and grumbled: “Your majesty, I am her majesty’s bodyguard after all. I’ve had enough of these dirty jobs!”

I smiled and said to Alice; “Sorry, sorry. Thank you very much. Thank you very much.”

Alice looked at me and then said: “That child is plundering upstairs. Is that alright? Well there is nothing worth money here.”

“It’s fine. I don’t think she’s after money. She said she could help me destroy the church. Perhaps those are her preparations. I believe her, who has nothing, since there’s no point in betraying me.”

I grabbed Nier’s hands and descended the stairs. Alice watched us from behind and then suddenly called out to Nier: “Nier.”

“Captain……”

“Don’t rely on his majesty too much, Nier. You will go back to being a Valkyrie from tomorrow onwards.”

Nier lowered her head and pursed her lips. Still, she didn’t let go of my hand she was holding onto tightly. She raised her head, looked at Alice, nodded and said: “I know, captain.”

Alice looked at her and replied: “Alright, that’s all. Be careful with his majesty down there. We don’t know what’s down there.”

“Understood.”

I pulled Nier along and she went down further with me. There was a foul smell coming from below. It was the smell of rotten food and body excretions. There was even the smell of blood. I frowned and held the torch in front of me. I saw a cage in front. Nier drew her sword and vigilantly looked down.

When we got to the side of the cage, I found I’d stepped into some sticky liquid. At the same time, the smell of blood burst into the air. I felt a heavy burden in my heart. I moved the torch in front of the cage. Inside were a number of corpses. They were the corpses of elves. All of them were shot in the chest.

“Nier! Hurry!”

I grabbed Nier’s hand and ran down as fast as I could. Their blood had just solidified which means that they killed them just now to destroy the evidence. If they continue, then the children will be next. We should still be able to make it!

I heard gunshots down below. I ran downwards even faster. When I turned the corner I saw someone holding a sword with their back facing me. A few corpses slowly fell down in front of her.

I shouted, leapt over and wrapped my arms tightly around her to tackle her…… Wait…… this doesn’t feel right……

“Troy?!”

I was on top of mom. She looked at me and exclaimed with surprise. I looked at mom. I had my fist raised up and stopped awkwardly in mid-air. I didn’t know what to do. Nier ran over, looked at the empress and saluted her: “Your majesty.”

“Son… son… I can understand you being so happy that you want to hug mommy when you see mommy… but… but mommy is covered in blood right now……”

Don’t! Don’t! I wasn’t trying to hug you! Mom, don’t blush!
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Mom adjusted her clothing. She then looked at me with a serious look and said: “It looks like they’ve connected their nest with the sewers. In other words, the church was also involved in the incident two months ago when you returned and they took you down into the sewers.”

I nodded then looked at mom and asked: “Mom, did you see a group of children on your way here?”

Mom thought about it for a moment. She then shook her head and replied:  “Children? No. The only people I met here were the ones transporting the weapons as well as this group who killed the prisoners and then tried to flee. I haven’t seen children though.”

I thought about it for a second. I then looked at my surroundings and said: “That means the kids are still here.

I don’t think that the group fleeing would go out of their way to bring along the children. I think they were aware that the children weren’t a bargaining chip. I looked at Nier. Nier had her head lowered and didn’t speak. She didn’t dare to look at the empress’s face either. I hesitated for a moment before sneaking a glance at mom. Mom still had her kind smile on, so I wasn’t sure what Nier was worried about.

Mom looked at me, wiped the blood on her body off and said: “In that the case, son, you two head out first. Mommy will get the guards to search for them. Mommy can’t leave with you two. Mommy is going to go back the way mommy came from.”

I shook my head and said: “No, mom. I want to search for those children. I must find those children no matter what. I promised Nier, so I must find them.”

“For Nier, huh…?”

Mom sounded like she had her teeth clenched as she said that. She then looked at Nier with a strange smile. Nier froze up and didn’t dare to say a word. I noticed that, so I looked at mom and sternly said: “Mom, I just want to help Nier, that’s all. I’m not doing it out of any other emotions. Mom, don’t make things hard for Nier.”

“Alright, alright, alright, mommy promises you.” Mom nodded and then turned around to say, “Nier, my son’s safety is in your hands. Remember, you’re a Valkyrie tomorrow. Return to my side and report in.”

Nier bowed and loudly replied: “Understood!”

Mom turned around and left. I let out a sigh of relief. No wonder why everything went so smoothly like there was no resistance. The church only had a few guns. Alice and Nier stomped them as soon as we entered. Turns out mom cut off their weapon transportation. That’s mom for you.

After I thanked mom I turned around and looked at the surrounding walls. The level below doesn’t seem to have anything. It seems to just be an entrance to the sewer. However, the layout should be relatively similar to upstairs. The elves were locked up upstairs. It had long corridors left and right, pretty much like a prison. The floor we were on currently had the same layout.

But it felt somewhat different. There weren’t any rooms on the left or right. There were only two long corridors. But if it’s an entrance, why do they need two corridors? I led Nier along to a dead-end. I touched the wall and didn’t find any problem. It was just like any other normal wall. There weren’t any slots.

I smashed the door hard. If there was someone inside, they should be able to hear, right? There was no response though. I inspected the walls closer. I was literally close enough to be glued to it. I can’t let Alice go on a frenzy smashing the walls. While she might not cause the walls to collapse, I’m sure Aice hates this sort of stuff.

I reckon Alice would get angry smashing it once. Even Alice would get tired if she smashed a statue almost ten metres in length and an iron door. Therefore, it’s best if I just find where the issue is. Nier looked at me and softly said: “Your majesty, if you can’t find them, let’s head back, since… her majesty has gone back… If you return late, her majesty will get angry.”

“What about the children then?”

“You’ve already tried your best. I understand that. Let’s just leave it to the guards now.” Nier looked at me with her lips pursed. She then said: “You have already done enough for me. I am very thankful to you. I’m being honest. So I want to put your safety first now. If the church does something now, we’ll be in danger. Also, it stinks down below.”

“Did you know, Nier? Trying your best is the equivalent of failure to me.” I shook my head. There’s no “try your best” for me. There’s only success and failure. Trying your best means failure. It’s just an excuse for you to comfort yourself with.

I went to the second floor. I looked at the wall at the end of the road as well as the rooms on the left and right. It just felt like something was wrong. I walked to the end of the corridor and touched the wall ahead. There was nothing out of the norm. It was unfortunate that the elves on both sides had all died. They killed over ten elves here. And they were all young girls. I was really angry right now, but what I wanted to know more was where. Where were elves being sold off?

Were these elves kidnapped here? Or were they tricked into coming here?

If mom found out about this, there’s a chance there a second war breaks out.

There were no problems with the walls here either. I took a step back and kicked the wall hard. I didn’t find any obscure mechanisms. The walls were fine. Nothing peeled off any wall. This is doing my bloody head in.

I’m not convinced that the children aren’t here in the church. Maybe a group of people escaped, but there’s no way they would bring the kids along now, would they? If they did, they wouldn’t have killed the elves. The elves are much more valuable than the kids. At least they could fetch for a good price.

I went back downstairs again. I looked at the wall in front stubbornly. I then walked upstairs again. I couldn’t help but feel that there was something wrong with these two floors. If a problem didn’t exist, my torch would be the problem. On the second floor, the torch couldn’t light up the innermost section, while on the floor below, the torch could light up the entire area.

I went silent for a while. I looked at the wall in front and took a big step. I stomped on the ground. Based on my standards, my step should be seventy-five centimetres. That I can guarantee. It’s muscle memory. Even if there is an error, it wouldn’t be too significant.

“Your majesty, what are you……”

Nier watched me walk forward blankly, completely bewildered as to what I was doing.

“Goose-stepping…… Don’t you think it emits a pretty tough aura if an army were to march like this?”

“Yes……” Nier wore a puzzled look on her face. It looks like she can’t comprehend what I’m doing at the moment and how it relates to solving the problem.

I stopped in front of the wall. That was about twenty steps. I then looked at the level below and walked.

Fifteen steps. That’s five steps less.

If we’re talking about a building with levels, the length should be the same. Put another way, there’s something wrong with the rear of this wall, otherwise it wouldn’t be protruding outwards.

“Nier, go up and call Alice… Actually, forget it. I think everybody underneath will be dead if she punches it.” I chuckled coldly and stopped Nier who was about to head up. I bent over to touch the body of a guard mom killed. I found gun powder wrapped in paper. I poured the gun powder out and then rolled the sheet of paper up into a small rod. I then picked up their gun and smashed the wall in front hard making a small hole. I then poured the gunpowder inside, stuck the sheet of paper in and placed the torch next to it.

*Boom!*

After it exploded, I used my hands to get rid of the smoke. It didn’t destroy the wall, it just blew off a small piece. I then poured more gunpowder into the hole and lit it up again.

*Boom!*

This time, a section of the wall exploded to bits. I had opened up a small passageway. I reached my hand into the hole and brushed the dirt away. I then held the torch up to the front of the small hole.

I could see the sleeping faces of the children inside……

 

**Bonus chapter for everyone here: 
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As Nier knelt on the ground holding the children tightly while crying, she thanked me in a hoarse voice: “Your majesty! Thank you! Thank you, your majesty!”

The children had been drugged. We had to expend a lot of effort to wake them up. Those bastards didn’t consider the children’s well-being at all. Some of them had yet to wake. However, we managed to save most of them.

“This was my promise to you.”

I gently stroked Nier and the children’s heads. Nier held the children as tightly as she could. The frightened children reciprocated her sentiments by hugging her tightly and crying loudly.

I walked around Nier who was worked-up and up to Freya. Her small and slender body looked particularly pitiful next to Alice. She held a seal tightly in her hand. I suppose it’s the church’s seal. Maybe that was what she wanted. She noticed us leaving. It took a lot out of her for her to stand up. She bowed and said: “You have worked hard, your majesty.”

It was like how Luna calmly welcomed me at the outer court. I looked at her small slender body as well as her hands that were covered in wounds. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. What had this young girl gone through? Maintaining her elegance and calmness with such determination despite what she had gone through made me admire her, but at the same time, feel sorry for her.

Beneath her weak small body was her dignified soul which I admired. She didn’t change her pride and demeanour as a noble despite going through so much. This is what you call nobility.

“Alright, it’s over. We’re getting ready to head back now. Let’s go, Freya.”

“As you command.”

When Freya took a step, she almost dropped to her knees. A strong will can’t help one overcome their body’s limitations. I walked up to her and crouched down. She paused for a moment and then said: “Your majesty, you do not have to worry about me. I am fine… ah… your majesty……”

I had already taken my cape off and wrapped it around her. The thick cape wrapped her inside like a blanket. Alice stood still in silence since it was the cape of royalty. The royal family’s things were never meant to be given to others to use on a whim. I crouched down in front of Freya and helped her do up all the buttons. I then picked her up with my arms.

“Your majesty!! Put me down! Put me down!”

Freya who was shocked desperately fought back. A tinge of pink appeared on her pale face from embarrassment and surprise. She lost her graceful behaviour and became shocked. I held her and said: “It’s fine, I don’t care. You can’t ride a horse anyway let alone come back. While not everybody is allowed to ride on the prince’s horse, you’re a noble to begin with. It’s not too much for me to take care of the daughter of a noble family of mine.”

“I-Is that how it is……?”

Freya blushed and looked at Alice slightly concerned. It looks like she has realised that Alice is the eldest here, although she was the shortest….. Alice shook her head as she looked at her and said: “Even if I were to object, his majesty wouldn’t let you down. Just accept his majesty’s kind gesture. But it will only be this once.”

“Thank you… very much then, your majesty.”

She relaxed in my arms and finally stayed still. She was a little too light for a girl roughly fifteen. I felt like her nutrition was worse than the kids Nier was holding. I held her and walked to the entrance of the church. The young men came crowding over. I looked at them and said: “You all did fantastic today. Go to the stores around here in a bit and tell them I sent you to collect your reward. They’ll provide you with your rewards.”

“There is no need, your majesty. Allowing us to vent our anger was the greatest reward. We followed you just to destroy the church, not for reward money. You really are different to the other nobles, your majesty. Should you need us in the future, we will not hesitate to go through hell for you.”

They looked at me with faces brimming with excitement and inspiration. Most importantly, I could see the joy of getting revenge. I smiled and then turned my head around to look at the torn-down church. I came for revenge too. I’ve been giving it my all until now to avenge Mera’s death. I’ve killed a number of people and saved a number of people, as well as getting what I wanted. But why don’t I feel happy at all? In fact, I still loathe myself.

It was just as Vyvyan said. When I take up the sword, what I feel isn’t ecstasy but disgust and hate. But even so, I’ve taken revenge even if I wasn’t willing.

I don’t know how many more people I have to kill or how much further I must walk, but I know Mera will always be behind me watching me. I’ll tread this path even if I shall be covered in wounds. I hate killing people and don’t want to destroy things. But if I must do so, I won’t hesitate.

When we got to the horse, Alice looked at me and said: “Your majesty, Nier did not come out.”

“Don’t worry about her. Let her stay with the children for a little longer. I need to head back first. I think her majesty is getting a little anxious.”

I carried Freya up to the horse and then let her sit in front of me. Freya leaned on my chest somewhat worn out as she looked forward. I tapped my horse with my foot and the horse started to head back while trying its best to remain stable. The citizens who came out to see what was going on watched me. They weren’t all merry and cheering out after I destroyed the church. They just whispered among each other and looked at me with a weird gaze. Their voices and gazes were extremely distrustful. It was like having a heavy boulder pressed down on my chest that wouldn’t go away.

It looks like the church didn’t give their apprentices too much trouble. By privately trafficking salt, the people could purchase salt at a cheaper price. Nobody suffered because he kidnapped the elves. They didn’t extort the people. To the contrary, it was the palace that repossessed the copper coins. That makes it hard to blame them for not being pleased with our actions.

“Your majesty, you do not have to worry about them. Building a regime centred around the people is like building a foundation on sand. The people can only see what’s around them. They don’t know about all the schemes in the dark. They’re ignorant like stray dogs, running in whatever direction food is in.” Alice seemed to notice the way I was looking at the people was off and therefore comforted me from the side.

I smiled helplessly and replied: “But they are the foundation of the empire. You can’t build the foundation on them, but they are the foundation of the empire. Citizens that are ignorant and hold beliefs are easy to stir up. We didn’t give our reasons for destroying the church this time. This could very well be a fuse.”

“That’s not a problem. When it comes down to it, we can arrange for some people to kill a few people and show evidence of their crimes. It’s just that the evidence won’t appease the people.” Alice chuckled and then shrugged as though it was no big deal. She continued, “Your majesty, you do not have to worry about these people. They are like weeds. Kill a batch and another batch crops up.”

Freya who was in my arms suddenly said: “His majesty’s concern is not wrong. If weeds were set on fire, it could burn the entire field.” She looked at the people around us and continued, “The reason the people are confused is because they have no direction. The church did not pick on them so they will not be hostile towards the church. The private salt and elf trafficking has nothing to do with them, so they will not hate them for it. Moreover, the god they believe in is the god the church speaks off. That is precisely why the church is fearless.”

Alice looked at her and asked in a mocking tone: “What suggestion do you have as a bankrupt-homeless mistress then?”

“Of course there is a way. We only need to modify the evidence of their crimes a little. We change the salt they illegally trafficked into trafficking salt with poison, cut the ears off the dead elves and say they forcefully kidnapped women and sold them, then take the money in the palace and move it to their storage to say they extorted people. All we have to do then is distribute the money to the people. The church was never violent towards the people, but they never did them any favours either. If we do the people a favour, the people will turn to us.”

Freya looked at me and calmly said: “The people are not ignorant, but confused. They are not sand but running water. As long as we provide them with direction, they naturally will not go against his majesty. To the contrary, they will help us.”

I looked down at her with surprise. She looked at me, smiled and said: “Your majesty, you believe me when I say that I can help you destroy the church now, right?”
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“Your majesty! You have worked hard! Welcome home…… Ah… this miss is……” Luna blankly watched me carry Freya off the horse. She caught Freya with puzzlement. Freya leaned on Luna, looked at me and said: “Your majesty, if you have time, I would like to speak to about my plans for the next step. For the first step I already have……”

I cut her off: “Go and rest first. Eat, wash up, sleep and then we’ll talk about it. While I don’t have much time, I can spare a day or two. I won’t let you overwork yourself until you’re rested. I can’t just exploit you. Since you’re going to help me by my side, you need to prepare yourself to work hard.”

“…… Understood.”

She looked at me and nodded. Luna looked at me confused. I said: “Luna, take Freya to wash up first and settle her living arrangements…… If there are any problems, discuss it with the head-maid.”

“Alright. But your majesty, you need to rest first……”

“I’m going to pay her majesty a visit. I’ll be back real quick. Of course… if I don’t come back after a long time, that means… mom kept me there to eat dinner. And I’m absolutely certain it’ll be her cooking. When that happens, you must remember to come and bring me back. I’m serious!”

The bowl of purple soup resurfaced in my mind… The burnt-rubber taste appeared in my mouth again and wouldn’t go away. That thing is my nightmare in this lifetime. I trust that there’s no one who would be willing to drink a bowl of burnt rubber. But I’ve tried it. Mom said it was a medicinal concoction used on the battlefield, but I reckon it’s a fatal poison!

“Alright, your majesty.”

Luna didn’t smile. Instead, she wore what looked like a forced smile. She looked at me with an expression like she was mad as if she didn’t accept my decision. It was similar to how Lucia looked at Mera which really surprised me. But I quickly caught on and understood what was going on. Elves are extremely jealous creatures. Could it be that Luna thought I brought home another maid to look after me with her causing her to get jealous?

You’re jealous of this too?!

I looked at Luna and said: “Ah, Luna, you don’t have to worry. She is originally a noble. I don’t intend to make her my servant. You alone are enough.”

“I’m not angry!”

Although Luna said that, I noticed that the corner of her mouth crept up into a relieved smile. However, that was the smile that scared me. Surely the jealousy of elves is a little excessive. If a personal servant doesn’t allow me to have a second personal servant, Lucia would probably grab a blade and chop Luna up to vent her anger if she found out I hugged Luna.

Heck, she might even hack me.

I think…I think it’s better not to mention it……

I silently walked toward the inner court. Nier wasn’t by my side this time. I didn’t see her at the inner court either. Alice wasn’t there either. Only Castell came up to me to welcome me. In his hands were clothes stained with blood. He smiled when he saw me and said: “Your majesty, you were very successful today. I never thought you could be so resolute. While your method was very extreme, the results were very good.”

“Thank you, Castell. Is her majesty in?”

“Her majesty is in the bathroom. If you head over, I believe that her majesty would be very happy. Her majesty has not worn this to go out to battle in a long time. Her majesty is in a very good mood. Perhaps it is because she had held it in for a long time and could finally let it out. However, your majesty, there is something I would like to speak to you about.”

Castell cleared his throat and then continued, “Her majesty’s birthday is coming up. Although she receives peculiar and amazing gifts from many places, I feel that what her majesty wants most would be a gift from you. I think you should prepare something to make her majesty happy.”

“You’re right.” I paused for a moment. To be honest, I don’t have a clue as to when Vyvyan and Elizabeth’s birthdays are. It’s not excusable for a child to not know their parents’ birthday. But I’ve just arrived. Yeah, I just arrived.

“Please prepare a present then, your majesty. Her majesty’s birthday is in two days’ time. I think you still have plans for your next move, but I believe it is best to pause for a moment for her majesty’s sake.” Castell bowed as he smiled and added, “After all, it is to your benefit if her majesty is happy as well. That is all. I still have to deal with this clothing, so I shall take my leave first.”

“Alright.”

I watched Castell leave and suddenly realised I don’t know what mom likes. Mommy doesn’t usually dress up or use make-up. If I’m going to cook a meal, well, there aren’t many ingredients here, not to mention I can’t cook…. So what sort of thing can express my love for her as my mother? Carnation?

Come to think of it, back when it was mom’s birthday, I just gave her a call. The only birthday present I can think of is a cake. Am I supposed to make a cake here? Come on, I can’t even make dinner let alone more complex sweets.

What does mom like? I think mom likes me. What, am I supposed to tie myself up with a silk ribbon and offer myself up to her? If I did that, I bet Vyvyan would massacre her way here and the second war for their son would begin.

As I thought about it, I found I’d arrived at the bathroom. I changed my clothes. The maids by the side walked up. They didn’t ask me anything. They just bowed and then pulled the door to the bathroom open. The bathroom had three separate sections as aforementioned. Nier usually goes to the section with freezing water while I like hot water.

Mom sat in the warm-water area, with her back against the edge. On the tray by the side was fruit and wine. Two maids stood to a side. Mom’s long hair was like kelp floating on the water. A few strands of black hair stuck to mom’s snow-white shoulders. Mom heard the door behind her but she didn’t turn around. She just smiled and said: “It’s you right, son? You’re back a little bit late, son.”

“Yes. I was held up for a bit.”

Mom turned around and looked at me somewhat nervously. She extended her hand out and said: “Come, son. Come and bath with me. I won’t be so rough this time.”

I was slightly surprised. I didn’t think she’d remember what happened last month. Mom looked slightly nervous. It looks like she was afraid that I’d get angry again. I smiled helplessly and walked up to mom’s side, and sat into the water. Mom sat properly this time. It doesn’t look like what happened last time will happen again. But now I feel a little awkward.

After a moment of silence I said to mom: “Mom, thank you for helping me today. If it wasn’t for you, I don’t know how many guns I’d have had to square off against”

Mom smiled as she shook her head and said: “That’s because I’m your mom. Mommy will definitely protect you. While mommy didn’t protect you when you were young, mommy will definitely protect you now.”

Mom glanced at the scar on my chest and bit down on her lips. I gently reached my hand out and hugged mom’s arm. Mom shivered intensely and then revealed an expression where she wanted to smile but didn’t dare to be audacious. She kept her lips pursed together tightly. I smiled and said: “Mom, it’s alright, I won’t feel that you’re rough this time.”

“I-Is that right……?”

Mom turned around stiffly. She had trouble deciding what to do with her hands and feet. She looked at me to check my reaction and said: “L-Let… let mommy hug you then… as long as you’re not angry……”

I smiled and opened my arms.
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Mom’s birthday huh…… Though I really want to jump on a horse and ride off to Castor to wrap this up, I can’t do that with mom’s birthday coming up. My conscience won’t let me after seeing mom hug me with such a blissful smile. This is the first time I’m celebrating mom’s birthday. The next time is a year away.

My plans can wait, but I don’t want to see mom look disappointed. Castell is right. More presents don’t add more meaning to it. What mom wants most is a birthday present from me.

Uhm, so now I need to think about what present is most appropriate.

Mom has personally cooked for me. While I was prepared to die, mom surprisingly cooked edible food this time. It tasted so-so, and most of it didn’t require much work, but mom still looked at me with anticipation and nervousness. When I told her it tasted good, I noticed mom secretly wipe her tears.

I presume they were the “I made a meal for my son” being successful tears. Mom really tries to love me. She learnt to knit a scarf and learnt to cook. She has almost forgotten that she’s an empress. In front of me, mom is really just a mom, ordinary and silly.

From behind, Luna handed me a cup of tea and asked me: “Your majesty, did you not already solve your issue? Why are you still worried? Are you worried about that kid?”

“No, not that. I’ve thought about what to do with Freya already. I’m thinking about something else.”

I turned around to look at Luna who puffed her cheeks. Clearly she was unhappy with me bringing that girl back again. She looked at me and rolled her maid-uniform. In a soft voice, she muttered: “You can just tell me what you are unhappy with. It is pointless to have another personal servant. And she is so young. Or is it that you like young girls, your majesty?”

I smiled helplessly as I looked at Luna and said: “Didn’t I already tell you that she’s not my personal servant? She’s a girl from a noble family who got sold off after her family fell. I didn’t take her in to make her my maid, but to help me come up with ideas. You can consider her a strategist. Though she’s young, she’s very smart.”

“Is that how it is…? But she is quite pitiful.” Luna revealed a smile of relief……

I don’t really understand why elves are so possessive. And she’s not my wife or fiancée either. She’s just my personal servant and yet she’s angry because I found someone else. Luna looked at me and continued, “She’s very young too. She must’ve been played with after being imprisoned as well. How pitiful. She was exhausted. She fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. Looking at her makes me feel sorry for her.”

“Yeah, but even so, she still maintained the calmness and eloquence of nobility. She didn’t cry nor was she afraid even when she escaped her suffering. To the contrary, she thought about the next step. Based on that alone, I feel that I’ve found myself a treasure this time, just like when I bought you at the market.”

I held Luna’s hand. She smiled and held mine. She then looked at me as she said: “Your majesty, you do not question yourself after this time, do you? You truly can bring happiness to others, regardless if it is me or Miss Freya, or Nier. We are all the same.”

“I gave Nier happiness?” I shook my head. Nier’s happiness is the empress. I didn’t give Nier happiness. You should’ve said that I stole her happiness. But seeing Nier smile so happily when she held the children, I thought that maybe Nier might actually be very happy right now.

“So, your majesty, let us return to the topic. What are you worried about, your majesty?”

I smiled, spread my hands out and replied: “Mom’s birthday present. I don’t know what to give mom since mom doesn’t lack anything. I think that others will be able to gift her anything that I can think of, so I don’t what sort of birthday present could make mom happy, as well as being unique.”

Luna reacted surprised and replied: “Her majesty’s birthday is coming up…? Jeez… I did not even know… But you should not be worried about this. Is what her majesty wants most and the only thing you can give her right in front of your eyes?”

I froze up. Luna extended a finger out, pointed at my chest and said with a smile: “As long as it is something you personally make, it doesn’t matter what it is, that to the empress will be a treasure.”

================================

Current time at the inner court.

“Nier, you’re here.”

The empress sat on the bed and looked at Nier who was kneeling down with an expression that looked like she was smiling, and yet not. Nier lowered her head and replied: “Yes, your majesty. I am very sorry for being late!”

“No, I don’t care whether you’re late or not because what I do care about is the most important thing. And that is, whether or not you are still loyal, Nier.”

Nier raised her head out of astonishment and quickly replied: “Your majesty!! Of course I am loyal! I have no other master besides you! Of course, I am loyal to you, your majesty! That is true now and will not change in the future! I am a Valkyrie, so I am loyal to you until I die.”

“Alright.”

The empress smiled. She raised her arm up and a sword dropped down in front of Nier. Nier looked at the sword blankly. It was the long-sword Nier removed. She clenched her teeth. She removed the sword her majesty gave her and swapped it for the sword his majesty gave her. That must’ve meant that she no longer wanted to be a Valkyrie from her majesty’s perspective.

The empress put one leg over the other, looked at her and nonchalantly said: “Kill yourself, Nier.”

“Your majesty……”

Nier raised her head as she trembled. She looked at the empress and stuttered. She looked at the sword on the ground and reached her hand out to pick it up with her shaky hand. Valkyries have no right to refuse. If the empress gave the order to kill themself, a Valkyrie had to kill herself. It was time to display her loyalty and bravery.

“What’s wrong? Tana, come here.”

“Your majesty!”

A Valkyrie walked up to the empress. The empress smiled and hugged her, and then stroked her head. Next to her ear, she softly said: “Tana, kill yourself.”

“Roger!!”

That was the first time Tana received a hug from the empress. She was so excited she was shaking all over. She drew her long-sword from her waist with an ecstatic smile and thrust it into her own chest without any hesitation. Blood spurt forth from her chest. She rolled off to the side with a blissful smile. Her blood from the wound in her chest and heart sprayed her blood all over the floor.

“See that, Nier?”

The empress walked up to Nier’s side. Nier lowered her head while still gripping the sword tightly as she trembled. The empress looked at her and asked with a smile: “Do it, Nier. Kill yourself. I order you to. Shouldn’t you follow my orders as a Valkyrie? Or do you have something you can’t let go off?”

“I… I……”

The empress looked at her and thundered: “Do it, Nier, I order you to!”

“Don’t tell me you have feelings for my son! I already told you, you can’t develop feelings for my son! You are just a Valkyrie! If you don’t have any feelings for him, stab the sword into your chest right now! Hurry up!”

Nier slowly drew the sword. She clenched her teeth tightly as she raised her head. The empress saw Nier’s face covered in tears and frowned a little. Nier looked at the empress and quaked as she raised the sword up to her chest while her eyes were filled with despair and unwillingness. She looked at the empress and took in one deep breath before closing her eyes. Her two hands holding the sword handle were shaking intensely as if she was going to snap the sword by shaking it.

*Clang!*

“Yes! Your are right! Your majesty! I care about his majesty! I want to live! I want to stay by his majesty’s side! His majesty helped me! I want to always stay by his side!”

When the tip of the sword reached Nier’s chest, her hands could no longer grip the sword. She dropped the sword and cried loudly as she knelt on the ground.

“I… I do not know if this is me liking his majesty. But being by his side makes me feel very relaxed. I like going out with his majesty too. I want to see more of the world with his majesty as well! In short… in short, I want to look at his majesty for longer! So I do not want to die! I want to live!”

“You are a Valkyrie!”

I am his majesty’s bodyguard now too!”

Nier raised her head. Her eyes carried determination and resolve. Her face covered in tears was distorted like a devil from hell. She looked at the empress and shouted, forgetting her status.

The empress looked at her blankly and said nothing for a long while. Nier didn’t lower her head either. She kept her eyes on the empress while shedding tears.

“Forget it……”

The empress let out a long sigh. She then sat to one side, crossed one leg over the other and looked at Nier as she said: “My son will definitely get angry if I kill you. My birthday is coming up, and I don’t want my son to be angry. Rise, Nier. I trust you a lot. You are also the Valkyrie I am most proud of. But I’ve got one final job for you. Take this letter to the church’s headquarters. Once you come back, I shall agree to the matter with you and my son. Of course, that’s if he accepts you.”

“Your majesty……”

Nier slouched onto the ground like she was letting out a sigh of relief. But a second later, she used the wall as support to stand up. She gave the empress a deep bow and in a loud voice said: “Thank you, your majesty! I shall serve you with my life!”

“Leave now then. Stay on standby.”

“Roger!”
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“Good evening, your majesty.”

I turned around to see Freya who was dressed in simplistic clothing. She wore a very simple long-white dress as if there was no pattern on there. It was virtually like a maid’s uniform. She looked at me and then saluted me gracefully. She then raised her head up to look at me. After having a fulfilling meal and a good rest, her face looks much more radiant like a pearl that had the dust covering it cleaned off.

I looked at her, smiled and asked: “Good evening, Freya. How are you feeling now?”

“I have recovered. Thank you for asking, your majesty. Now, if you do not intend to rest now, I shall explain to you my plan.”

She bowed and then walked up to me. I shook my head with a smile and stood up. I looked toward the inner court and said: “While I really want to go to Castor and stab that kid to death, her majesty’s birthday is coming up. I don’t have the time to go to Castor. What the church and Castor did made me very angry, but mom is the most important to me. This is the first time I’m celebrating her birthday. I don’t want to miss it.”

“Her majesty’s birthday.” She repeated what I said and then nodded. She then continued, “Yes, that is very important, very, very important. However your majesty, my plan does not require you to personally go there. Instead, you just have to wait for Castor’s regent to take the initiative to come and beg you. If it is quick, a week is sufficient.”

I turned to face her with shock. I looked at her. Her blue eyes were calm and collected. She looked at me as she said: “It is actually quite simple. We do not have any evidence to get Castor’s regent to admit to her crimes, but we know that she committed them, and that is enough. While we cannot scare her, she can scare herself. Since she relies on the church for her operations, we just need to cause in-fighting between them.”

She walked up to my table and said: “We will be able to hand down our judgement to this incident very soon. When the time comes, the people will become furious when they discover that they tried to poison them. They will hate them when they discover that they were trafficking people, and they will get angry when they discover that they were robbed. They will be elated after receiving our money. And thus, the church will lose the hearts of the people. We then give two ambiguous orders. We can ask the churches in various places to publicise their finances, thereby leading to the masses losing trust with the church. When the time is ripe, we can instigate the people, and they will vandalise the church. The reason the church is fearless is because they are the source of the people’s faith and the people trust them. Once they lose their trust, they will naturally be powerless. At the same time, we will come down on businesses with an iron-fist. Therefore, businesses will not donate to the church any further. After losing the trust of the people and their source of income, the church will be powerless to fight against the royal family. That is when the church will admit defeat and surrender. Then I require what you have, your majesty.”

“What I have?”

She nodded and replied: “Castor’s envelope. We first put Castor’s envelope in an envelope, and then put a new envelope inside Castor’s envelope. We will then stamp it with the church’s seal, and stamp the outermost envelope with the royal family’s seal. This will hint to the church that Castor has betrayed them.”

I nodded to indicate she could continue so she continued: “Next, I believe that the church will say that they had no involvement with this matter. Additionally, they will definitely submit evidence of Castor’s involvement with your assassination in order to remedy the relationship with the royal family. After that, we will take the envelope the church sent us and send it to Castor’s regent. That way, Castor will understand that the church has already betrayed them.

At this point, we could go and kill her. However, that would make the church the ones who revealed the people that tried to assassinate the prince, and they would get the credit. That is disadvantageous for us. Consequently, we will add a fragment of the statue we picked up from the church that was broken on top of the envelope. In other words, the statue used to transport salt illegally which you discovered. At this point, I think that Castor’s regent will send us evidence against the church in order to wash their hands off the matter.

I trust that Castor’s regent will have begun to make her own move by then. On one hand, she would be preparing to flee. On the other hand, she will try to negotiate with the church. So when the letter gets sent, we need to have the army in Castor seal off the coasts as well as the in-land roads at the same time. Essentially, we are creating the impression that we are trying to forcefully arrest Castor’s regent. As that happens, we will let a young child send in an object you keep close to you and the map of the capital. That is essentially threatening their regent, saying that if she does not come to the royal capital, we will kill her child. There is no mother who would let her child die to keep herself safe. After that, their regent will come to the royal capital to beg for mercy on her own accord.”

She put the pen down and then calmly stood to one side and said: “That is the entirety of the plan. I think this can be considered a very simple ‘sowing discord among the enemies’ plan. Because of the church’s failure this time, I do not think that Castor’s regent would be surprised that they betrayed her. She would also be furious with the church. It will become ‘since you betrayed me, I shall betray you’. Even if you were to put two devoted lovers in separate rooms, they will certainly betray each other. Plus, we already have evidence against both of them.”

She bent over and then raised her head with a smile. It should’ve been a child’s smile, but instead it was filled with maturity and viciousness. I never expected her idea of destroying the church was to this degree. I never thought of the sowing discord between them strategy. I looked at her in a spaced out fashion as if it was the first time I’d met her. She smiled and asked: “What is wrong, your majesty? Did I say something strange?”

“No…… No. It’s just that I never thought… that your plan could really destroy the church……”

She looked at me with a smile and said: “I told you, I am a descendent of a noble family. I promised you that I would help you destroy the church so I must make it a reality. I do not need your pity or sympathy. I need your power. Since I can help you destroy the church, please agree to a request of mine.”

I looked at her and nodded. How much competence is in that small body of hers? Whether it’s determination, pride or intellect, she has achieved a level only adults could. Only Castell as far as I know has given me that impression. I can’t read her at all.

She smiled as she walked up to me and said: “Your majesty, please give me fame. If possible, I would like to become your sister. That’s right. I need to return to this world as ‘his majesty’s sister’ or ‘his majesty’s adopted sister’. I want to revive the glory of the Vestalia household. Hence, I need everybody to respect my identity. If possible, could my salary please be allowing me to call you ‘onii-sama’.”

I looked at her and blankly asked: “So you came to me for your own ends?”

I never expected this. I thought I saved a girl, or rather, when I met her, she had already treated me as her pawn.

“You can say that.”

She nodded. But then she shook her head and said: “As a member of the Vestalia household, I want to use your majesty, but as Freya, I want to stay by your side. However, regardless of what the case is, our interests are the same. Your majesty, I shall devote my body, brain, blood, flesh and soul to you. I shall follow your orders henceforth. At the same time, you shall in turn provide me with glory and fame. I shall respect you, devote my loyalty to you and be proud of my loyalty to you. What do you think, onii-sama?”

She strongly emphasised the last two words. I looked at her two blue eyes blankly. Her blue eyes were like the deep sea with the bottom nowhere in sight. I looked at her and slowly nodded.

“Thank you very much, onii-sama. Please allow me to attend her majesty’s birthday banquet with you, onii-sama. Your sister Freya, bids you goodnight, onii-sama!”

Glossary

*If by any chance you don’t know what onii-sama means, it’s basically a very formal way of referring to one’s brother in Japanese.

**Freya uses a much more courteous way of referring to Troy than “onii-sama”, but for the sake of reading fluidity as well as there being no English equivalent, I’m sticking with “onii-sama”.
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“Good morning, your majesty. I shall continue serving as your bodyguard from now on.”

I looked at Nier and nodded with a smile. To be frank, I was quite surprised to find out that Nier was still able to be my bodyguard since I thought mom might not let Nier come back. But this is good. It looks like mom doesn’t mind our relationship. Wait, what?! We never had any relationship to begin with!

Nier stood up and calmly walked up behind me. Her expression didn’t change. She was the same as usual, like nothing happened yesterday. I placed my tea-cup down. Luna came over and filled it up again. I then sat on my seat and looked at the window with a lazy smile. There was nothing for me to mind.

Everything was resolved in a blink. The judgement or whatever that comes next has nothing to do with me. Freya set everything up as “his majesty’s adopted sister”, saving me quite a lot of trouble. Normally speaking, a ruler would be very concerned if his subordinate was so competent and smart. But I trust that Freya won’t betray me because we both share the same pursuits and because I saved her.

It’s just as she said. She needs me to revive her household. There’s no harm to me if her household is revived, and I get a smart individual to help me, so that puts my mind at ease a lot more. Freya is a very valuable asset to me.

After I finished the next cup of tea, Luna knew I wouldn’t have another. Luna knows me really well. She came up to take away the cup and refreshments. I stood up, grabbed my cape by the side and wore it on my shoulders. Nier followed me out of the dining hall and asked: “Your majesty, what plans do you have for today?”

I looked at Nier, smiled and replied: “Um, I want to go and see the children. Only you’ve seen them after all so it’s not really fair. Are the kids well after going through that?”

“They’re alright. Though they’re very scared, we rescued all of them. While a few of them met with misfortune, the rest are fine. The dean is currently taking care of them.” Nier looked at me. Her expression becomes much more amicable when we discuss children.

I nodded and said: “The dean is a good man to be able to take care of the children whom are completely unrelated to him with absolute dedication. It’s not an easy job.”

“Yes, however, your majesty, I gave all the money to the dean because I truly don’t feel anything towards money……”

“That’s alright. I trust that the dean’s will is more valuable than money.” I trust the dean. If I have seen how ugly and dark the human heart can be here, then the dean is the one who possesses humanity’s unique kindness and generosity. He’s not wealthy. The orphanages finances are tight as can be, yet he does all he can so that the children can maintain a normal life. The orphanage doesn’t receive an allowance like officials. It’s completely voluntary on his part.

I believe that when the thirty-thousand coins are placed before him, he will only be thinking about how to improve the children’s lives with them, and not how to repair his office.

Compared to gold, the dean’s noble heart and soul is the most valuable asset. One with that much wealth may not necessarily possess a heart as pure as his.

We walked past the market and saw the public notice column announcing the news of the church’s judgement. The people whispered among each other as they discussed the matter. Most of them were saying “no wonder why his majesty destroyed the church”, “I can’t believe the church did so many bad deeds”, “Look, her majesty gives us money and free salt.” Based on their discussions, it looks like the people are leaning towards us.

It went just as Freya said. What the people require is guidance. We would rather let the church take up arms than let them continue wielding the power to preach. If the church wanted to engage in peace-talks, they will have to give the authority to preach to the empress, otherwise they can forget it. That’s what’s most important. As long as we have the authority to preach religion, we can get the people to voluntarily trust us.

It’s the same for everyone. Belief and faith is a tool.

I left the place and smiled helplessly. I thought back on how crazy I was the last few days. Calling people to go and destroy the church was like a dream. I’ve never tried doing that sort of stuff. Though I’d dreamt of myself being mighty in my fantasies, I was an ordinary person at the end of the day. But I truly did it now. I can go and do anything as long as I want to. It’s just that I have to sometimes do that which I don’t want to do as well.

I turned my head around, looked at Nier and asked: “Nier, do you think what we did the past two days was meaningful?”

Nier paused and then replied: “I don’t know, your majesty. I have never wondered whether or not what I do is meaningful or not. I only consider whether or not it is necessary.”

I stayed silent at first. I then smiled and said: “What you say makes sense, Nier. You don’t have to walk behind me. Hasn’t our relationship improved these last two days? Can I be considered your friend now?”

“No, you are still the prince, and I am still a Valkyrie. It’s just that I’m no longer against being your bodyguard that’s all.”

Nier looked at me. The look on her face didn’t change at all. She was still proud and lonely. However, that was what I admired about her. Nier isn’t nobility, but she has the dignity and pride of a Valkyrie. Even if it was a lonely pride, even if her path was one of bloodshed, she never hesitated to continue walking it.

Perhaps we didn’t come out at the right time. Maybe everybody was laid back recently. Or maybe there was some important festival, but we were getting squashed in the crowd. Though it was sometimes squishy in the past, this time, it was virtually enough to separate Nier and I. Nier desperately tried to stand behind me, but she couldn’t make her way over.

“Her majesty’s birthday is coming. Tomorrow is the ceremony so everyone is coming out to buy things now.”

From behind, Nier desperately tried to speak. I smiled helplessly as I continued squeezing my way forward. This situation is shocking. I’ve only seen such a situation when they raise the flag at the plaza on the national holiday. I was proud of it at the time. But this time, it’s just the empress’s birthday and yet they’re so excited……

Okay, the empress does indeed equal the empire. I’m actually worried. If all the vassal states around and the people trust the empress, can I bring them under control if she passes on? It looks like I need to be as qualified as the empress……

I reached my hand out and grabbed Nier’s hand. I then struggled to pull her over to my side. Nier reacted surprised. She looked at me and exclaimed: “Your majesty, what are you doing?!”

“If we hold hands, we won’t get separated, right?”

“But I can’t draw my sword like this!”

“I don’t think anyone will try anything funny with me at this time. Since you can’t draw your sword, they can’t either.”

I smiled as I held Nier’s hand. Nier’s hand was stiff, allowing me to just pull her along as I wanted. She didn’t give me any reaction. But being able to hold her hand meant that our relationship had improved a fair bit.

“In that case… I’ll be in your care then, your majesty……”

Nier looked at his majesty’s back and at her left hand that he was holding. Her heart beat sped up again without her being able to control it.

Why? Why do I feel strange every time his majesty touches me? I suddenly want to smile and randomly feel annoyed. Why? Why can the man in front of me make me feel flustered?

Glossary

*When he referred to national holiday, he’s talking about Modern China’s national day.
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The orphanage returned to normal operations like nothing happened. If I didn’t see some slightly older kids struggling to take the rubbish out, I might’ve thought they didn’t suffer anything in the whole mess. They didn’t need to go through it.

“Your majesty, thank you so much this time. Not only did you save us, you have given us so much money as well. We are really moved by what you have done. We cannot pay you back.”

It was just as I said. His office was old and rundown as ever. Even though he had thirty-thousand gold coins, he didn’t repair his office. While I admire that spirit, I feel like I’m about to fall through the floor I’m standing on at any moment right now. It’s not too much to spend some of it on fixing the floor, is it?

I looked outside the window. Nier and the children were cleaning the orphanage, a sight which put a smile to my face. I said: “You don’t have to thank me. The credit is all Nier’s. I promised the church that I wouldn’t get involved with this matter, so the credit belongs to Nier alone. At most, I was just an onlooker from the sidelines.”

He looked at me with a smile. He understood what was going on, or rather, he could tell just by looking at this orphanage. I don’t intend to take credit for this because I’m satisfied if Nier and the children are happy. I really like Nier’s smile because her smile is rarer than the sun in winter.

“But I still have to thank you regardless. You are the one who saved us. To be honest, I already gave in at the start. I thought that you had already abandoned us, but you came for us.”

“You really need to thank Nier for that.” I turned around and earnestly explained, “To be honest, this had nothing to do with you to begin with. It was a personal grudge between the church and I. But they went and made you their bargaining chip. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t actually care about your lives because your lives serve no purpose to me. It was because Nier wanted to save you that I saved you. So if you must thank someone, you must thank Nier, not me. It’s actually because of my personal grudge with the church that caused you all to be captured, so I should be apologising to you.”

He nodded and replied: “You are Nier’s master, so thanking you is the same as thanking Nier.”

I looked at him and suggested: “No, I am not Nier’s master. You should say that Nier is just guarding me, that’s all. Thus, if you want to thank someone, you should personally thank Nier. You must. Of course, I don’t think that Nier actually wants your thanks. How about letting the children thank Nier?”

He nodded and looked at Nier downstairs. He sighed and said: “I never thought someone who looked so cold would actually like children.”

I looked at Nier downstairs and softly said: “Yeah, I never thought so at first either. But I think Nier is really pretty when she’s with children. I think this is nice, with her playing with the children downstairs while I watch from here. I’m not interested in children, but I do like to see her smile.”

“I see…… I wonder what your child with her would be like. I think your child would be very cute.”

“Wha-?!”

I turned my head around to look at him dumbfounded. He smiled as he looked at me and added: “I feel that you and Nier look great together. After all, it is not just you that watches Nier. Could it be that you have not noticed that Nier also looks this way frequently?”

Current time at the inner court.

Freya took in a deep breath and began to ascend the steps of the inner court.

“The inner court is her majesty’s resting place, strangers are not permitted entry! Take one more step and you will be killed!!”

Over ten long swords were at Freya’s neck in the blink of an eye. She shivered and then looked at the Valkyries in front of her. She took in a deep breath and said: “I am his majesty’s adopted-sister, Freya. I am here to see her majesty under his majesty’s orders. This is his majesty’s brooch. Please pass it on to her majesty.”

The Valkyries exchanged glances. While they were aware her majesty permitted his majesty to come and go freely, they were caught off-guard when they heard he had an adopted-sister. Even though she looked inconspicuous, the brooch in her hand was genuine. It was a type of brooch that was exclusive to the royal family. So do they let her in since she’s his majesty’s adopted-sister?

“What’s wrong? What’s the ruckus about?”

Alice came out and looked at the Valkyries gathered together below. The Valkyries turned around to look at their captain and replied: “Captain Alice, there is a young girl here claiming to be his majesty’s adopted-sister. She seeks an audience with her majesty. The brooch she has is genuine.”

Alice took a glance and paused for a moment. She then revealed a smile and asked: “I never imagined you would be able to transform from nobody to a phoenix. What did you do to his majesty to become his adopted-sister? Did you use your body? Does his majesty like young girls?”

Freya narrowed her eyes. She looked at Alice and mercilessly replied: “Please do not insult his majesty. I am his majesty’s adopted-sister. I will not hesitate to tell her majesty that you insulted his majesty.”

Alice clenched her teeth. Starting to get slightly angry, she asked: “Aren’t you the ungrateful one. I was the one that saved you yesterday, and now you’re threatening me?”

“I cannot allow anyone to insult my onii-sama, even if it is you.”

“You really think you’re his majesty’s sister?!”

“Whether or not I am is up to his majesty to decide. As long as his majesty does not throw me out, I will be his majesty’s adopted sister.” Freya looked at her, tilted her head and then continued, “If I take another step forward now, your swords will be stained with my blood. Do you think you will still be able to stand here when I tell his majesty?”

Alice looked at her and furiously clenched her fists tightly. Valkyries have always been the ones threatening others, there’s never been anyone who’s dared to threaten a Valkyrie. She can’t hurt Freya since she’s been adopted by his majesty after all. Killing her would be the same as killing a royal family member. Suicide wouldn’t be a sufficient apology.

“Let her go!”

Alice waved her hand and the Valkyries backed off. Freya casually walked up to Alice’s side. She then looked at Alice who was fuming, bowed deeply and said: “I am very sorry, Miss Alice. I am very thankful to you for saving my life. But I was representing his majesty’s reputation just now. If I were to cower in fear in front of the Valkyries, the Valkyrie’s would look down on his majesty even more. But I would like to now apologise as myself.”

Alice stood still and silent as she watched Freya gracefully straighten up. She smiled hopelessly and said: “I think I understand why his majesty took you in now. I can’t get angry at you now. Damn. No matter where you find yourself, you’re always able to seize the initiative. Go and see her majesty. But you must remember, if her majesty wants to kill you, she will not give you a chance to speak.”

“I understand. Thank you.”

Freya looked at the entrance of the inner court and took in a breath of air. She then quickly wiped the brooch she stole from his majesty’s desk last night. It was the first time she was ascending the steps of the inner court. She had never even passed by it when she was still a noble.

Relying on his majesty alone isn’t enough. At the end of the day, I need to gain her majesty’s support and trust.

So the bargaining chip to use with her majesty is her beloved prince……

Glossary
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The kids hugged Nier tightly from all sides and said loudly: “Thank you Sis Nier! Thank you for saving us!”

I looked at Nier’s incomparably blissful smile as she was surrounded by them. It’s truly interesting. The dean stood to one side and encouraged the children to hug Nier. I don’t actually think he needed to encourage them since children like Nier.

The dean looked at me holding water by the side, smiled and said: “Kids, aside from Nier, you need to thank this young man too.”

I froze up. You know what happened? The kids hugged Nier tightly, not one of them came over. All of them looked at me extremely fearfully making me feel very upset.

What’s that look supposed to mean?! I wasn’t the one who kidnapped you! I’m the one who marched to your rescue, alright?! I don’t want the credit, but you don’t have to look at me with such hostility! I just happen to not appear in front of you often! I always watch over you from upstairs!

Ah, forget it. I don’t really need to have a group of children surrounding me anyway. I smiled helplessly. I waved my hand to indicate I didn’t really care. I didn’t announce my identity either. Hierarchy doesn’t exist in the world of children. Though they will understand it later, I want to let them stay in that harmonious world for a little longer.

Nier suddenly pursed her lips and then looked at the children as she resolutely said: “Kids, that man is your true hero. Without him, I wouldn’t have been able to save you. He rescued you all on his own. He is the true hero in your hearts.”

“No, no, don’t say that. I’m not! I didn’t save them!”

I waved my hands in a flustered manner. It looked like the children somewhat believed it, and somewhat doubted it. That can’t be helped. I wasn’t by their side when they woke up after all.

Nier was the one who was with them at the time. Nier looked at me with a complex expression then stood up and walked over to my side. She looked at the children and asked: “How about this then, if you’re embarrassed, I’ll express your thanks on your behalf for you. So what do you want me to say?”

The children exchanged glances with each other. I pleaded Nier with my eyes, but she didn’t budge as if it were a matter of course. I should vanish without a trace but Nier still forced it. Moreover, what could their thanks be? While a card or a thank you is nice, I feel ashamed to let Nier do it on their behalf.

“Mmm, kiss him then, Sis Nier!”

The children revealed a friendly mischievous smile. They looked at Nier and jumped with joy. Nier froze stiff. While you shouldn’t take offense at children’s words, why did you guys have to come up with this?! Don’t you think you’ve matured too soon?! Hey! The girl and boy over there! Let go of each other’s interlocked fingers! You’re beating me too it!

Ah, wait no, I have a fiancée already.

“Hey, isn’t your request a little to… ah……”

Just as I began to shout, I suddenly felt a soft and warm sensation on my cheek……

Inner Court.

“I heard you referred to yourself as the prince’s adopted-sister. Why did I never hear anything about that?”

“That is why I have come to see you today.”

The empress, seated behind her table placed her pen down and spoke. Freya was down on one knee with her eyes focused on the empress. She continued: “Your majesty, I am a descendent of the Vestalia household.”

“Vestalia? Ah, I know now. Your father displayed incredible bravery and skill at that battle in the Desolate Horse Plains. However, I heard he had passed away due to excessive drinking and gambling.” The empress looked at her with a mocking smile and continued, “You’re just a fallen noble now, right? I’m very grateful for your father’s valour, but that doesn’t mean I like you. Put another way, your father caused his own downfall. I have no sympathy for him.”

“That is correct, your majesty. I do not intend to plead you. It is just that as his majesty’s adopted-sister, I needed to pay you a visit.”

“Is that right? But I don’t intend to accept you as an adopted-daughter. You’re used goods after all. Furthermore, my love is only for my son. I won’t share it with anyone else. My son is my only child. I don’t intend to have a second one. So your trip here was pointless. I won’t accept you.”

The empress then picked up her pen and continued, “If my son is happy, you can play brother-and-sister or whatever with him. But if I hear you trying to do things in the name of the royal family, I’ll be the first to take your head. That will be all. If there’s nothing else, you can leave.”

Freya looked at the empress and took a deep breath. She then calmly said: “Your majesty, are you not interested in his majesty’s life at the outer court?”

The empress narrowed her eyes and indifferently asked: “Do I need to suspect my son? Why do I need to keep surveillance on him? Are you trying to get me to put him under surveillance? How could I not trust my son? If he wants the throne, I’ll give it to him. I can give up anything in exchange for his smile. How could I suspect my son?”

“That is not what I meant, your majesty. I do not think your biggest concern is his majesty. I can understand his love for you. His majesty will never revolt. He is uninterested in power, wealth and women. But do you not care about the royal family’s lineage?”

“I don’t see how you can offer anything for the royal family’s lineage. I won’t accept you either. The wife that I want for my son is very important. I won’t let you people interfere.”

“That is precisely my point. Are you not worried about Nier and Luna, your majesty?” She raised her head, looked at the empress and softly continued, “I think that instead of paying attention to that, it would be wiser to pay attention to Luna and Nier. The two of them are always with his majesty day and night, so it is very likely for them to develop feelings. And once their feelings are developed, it will be too late to give up on them, especially in Luna’s case. I believe that Luna and his majesty’s love is more dangerous.”

The empress placed her pen down. She looked at her with an ambiguous expression, like she was smiling yet not: “Freya, right? Didn’t I say that the royal family’s affairs are none of your business? You think I don’t pay attention to what the women around my son do? If that’s your bargaining chip you intend to use with me, it’s not enough. Further, do not use my son as a means to negotiate with me. The elves tried that last time, and they lost half of their population afterwards.”

The empress stood up, walked up to her and said: “Did you think that I would ask you to stay by my son’s side and watch the women by his side? I don’t need to because I know how to make them disappear on their own, and I can help my son get rid of some dead-weight while I’m at it. You’re clever and you know who to ingratiate yourself with, but don’t try that with me. I will not make promises to anyone other than my son without deliberation. I won’t kill you because I feel that you can help my son by staying at his side. However, if you think you’re somehow more loyal because of your identity as his adopted-sister, I won’t reject.”

“You mean……”

“I allow you to stay by his side as his adopted-sister to assist him. But you must know that you are but just an adopted-sister. And one more thing. If Luna’s relationship with my son crosses the line further and further, use the church to kill Luna, understood? And if any other woman wants to approach my son, kill them all.”

“…… Understood.”
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“Luna.”

“What’s wrong? I’m very surprised since this is the first time you have spoken to me.”

Luna placed the clothes she was folding down and looked at Nier. Nier stared at the ground blankly. Ever since she came back, she was out of it. Nier looked at Luna. Her lips twitched and then she said: “Today… I kissed his majesty… now my chest feels unwell. My heart keeps beating and I keep having hot flushes. Luna, what’s wrong with me? Why, why did I do something so outrageous…? Why…. Why did I kiss him when it went to my head……?”

Seeing Nier on the verge of tears, Luna wasn’t in the mood to tease her anymore when she was initially planning to. She looked at Nier. Is Nier really foreign to this feeling? She wants to be with his majesty. She took the initiative to kiss his majesty. Does she really not know she has fallen for his majesty?

Perhaps she doesn’t even know what love is which would explain why she is so scared.

“That is because you have already, like… Ah, no, fallen in love with his majesty.”

Luna looked at Nier. She sat next to Nier and softly continued: “When you want to be together with someone, want to kiss him, and want to hug him. When you kiss, hold hands or embrace you feel flustered, get hot flushes, and get excited, that means that you have fallen in love with him. Nier, I was right, wasn’t I? His majesty is gentle, kind and dependable. Even you were attracted to him, weren’t you?”

“No… I don’t want this… I can’t… I can’t be like this……”

Nier grabbed her own face. She was sobbing gently. Luna didn’t know why but Nier knew. In the past she just wanted to stay by his side. She comforted herself, telling herself she just wanted to stay by his side to pay him back. She didn’t want to and can’t love his majesty. Her majesty wouldn’t permit it. She was a Valkyrie. She couldn’t do something that would leave the empress unhappy, and his majesty couldn’t be with her either. His future should be more beautiful. He shouldn’t be stuck with an orphan.

“Of course you can! Nier! Love has no limitations! Even if her majesty doesn’t agree, you still need to express your feelings to his majesty!! You must let his majesty know! Only that way will your feelings calm down! The one who should hold the power to end this love should be you and his majesty, and no one else!”

“Her majesty! Her majesty won’t agree to it! Her majesty will kill me! I’m a Valkyrie! I can’t fall for his majesty!”

“You’ve already fallen for him! Would you kiss somebody you don’t like?! Think about it, his majesty has been the one who has always gone through life and death with you without backing down! The one who can save you and help you move forward is his majesty! Don’t give up on your pure love because of ‘reasons’! You need to tell his majesty! You need to tell him! If he reciprocates your feelings, your love can continue!”

Luna pressed Nier who looked down like the world was coming to an end. Nier looked at her blankly. Her gaze looked like it was fading away. Her heart was so chaotic she just wished she could pull it out. All sorts of feelings gathered inside her like she was recovering from winter hibernation. However, what she wanted to do most in that moment was still to be with his majesty. She wanted to go and see him. She wanted to be by his side, talk to him and go out with him, regardless of where they went.

But she knew she couldn’t.

“Luna… what do I do…? I’ve never experienced this feeling before… what do I do…? What do I do……?”

Nier hugged Luna tightly and sobbed in her arms. She was like a child right now. She was fearful of this unknown world. She violated the last thing she shouldn’t have violated, and that is doing what her majesty forbade. And that was falling in love with his majesty.

She had no idea how to live on without her majesty. How was she going to live without her majesty? What would she live on for?

I really want to… I really want to hug him… I want to cry in his arms……

Inner court.

“Mom, your birthday is tomorrow.”

Honestly speaking, the inner court is chaotic today. All of the presents coming in from different regions are being thrust into the palace. I took a quick look at them. There were lots of different sorts of pearls and luxury items. I hadn’t seen most of them, but the Chinese-style incense burner and silk robe caught my eyes. Could there be a country similar to China in this world? If there is, I really want to go and see it.

The empress didn’t care for any of them. She went about her day like usual while the guards and servants in the inner palace looked like they were on the brink of death. They had to prepare for the banquet tomorrow as well as deal with the presents. Lots of things had to be carefully stored away. Though the empress wouldn’t care if they got damaged, damaging her birthday presents would incur the death penalty.

I sat on mom’s bed and watched mom scribble on the documents. She picked up the seal wax and stamped them. Mom smiled and placed her pen down when she heard me. She looked at me and said: “I’m really looking forward to seeing what birthday present you’ve prepared for me, since this is the first time you’re giving me a birthday present. I’ll be very happy no matter what it is.”

“Mom, I actually don’t know what to give you because I feel that no matter what I gift you, it won’t be something you need.”

I smiled helplessly and scratched my head. I spent a lot of time looking around on the streets today. The things sold on the streets were too caddish. What, am I supposed to give mom boiled potatoes as a birthday present or something? Although mom would happily eat it, it wouldn’t sit right with me. Why do I feel that the products the humans have are far less exquisite than what the elves have?

I haven’t bought many ornaments from the elves otherwise I could’ve bought mom a hair accessory. Mom’s dark-black-shiny hair would look beautiful if paired with a hair accessory, but I didn’t know about her birthday before.

“It’s alright. As long as it’s a gift from you, mommy will be very happy regardless of what it is. You don’t really have to prepare any presents. As long as you’re by mommy’s side tomorrow, that is the best birthday present mommy could ask for because you are the most treasured gift god and my husband gave me.”

Mom walked up to my side, held my hand and smiled blissfully.

Yes, but you can’t do that as a son. She is my most beloved mother after all. I must do something for her birthday. It’s not that I don’t have any idea at all, it’s just that it requires mom to agree. I don’t know if mom would accept my birthday present.

I looked at mom and said: “I actually have an idea mom and it would be nice if you could agree.”

Mom just looked at me. She then asked me in an uneasy tone: “Did you want to do something, son? Mommy doesn’t mind. If you have an idea tomorrow, mommy can make some time for you.”

“Yes. Tomorrow is your birthday. My idea is……”

I grabbed mom’s hand, looked at her earnestly and seriously said: “Mom, let’s run away!”
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“Her majesty is missing?!” Alice spat out a mouthful of wine and coughed intensely. She looked at Castell who was rarely flustered. Castell nodded. He tugged his hair and shouted: “Yeah! Her majesty is missing! Only her clothes and her sword are in her room! She didn’t take her sword with her! Where did she go?!! Today is her majesty’s birthday and she’s missing!”

Alice wiped her mouth, smiled helplessly and replied: “Don’t worry. Just go to the outer court and ask if his majesty is in. Today is her birthday so it’s not too much if the two of them go out to play. You want to make a bet? I bet her majesty will get angry if we go looking for her now.”

Castell stood still. He then took in a deep breath to calm himself down. He picked up the wine by the side and gulped a few mouthfuls like he was drinking water. He put the wine bottle down and shook his head. He then sat down to the side, sighed and said: “Jeez, her majesty has been playing along with his majesty’s crazy antics ever since he came back. His majesty is getting more and more daring by the day. He even dared to destroy the church.”

“Isn’t that good? Doesn’t her majesty need that sort of prince?” Alice smiled. She stretched her hand out to stroke Castell’s head. While the two of them had an obvious size discrepancy, their ages were the opposite of each other. Alice treats Castell like her child.

“While you say that……” Castell smiled helplessly and stood up. He continued, “But I miss the way her majesty used to be. She’s becoming more and more distant from her past self.”

“It’s not bad if his majesty can keep it up, but her majesty is being influenced by him. If this continues, her majesty will be in danger. She’s in too deep in her motherly role. If this continues, she won’t be able to continue being a suitable empress. His majesty must pay attention to his influence on her in order to maintain her majesty’s character as the empress.”

Castell froze. He then looked at Alice and paused before asking: “You mean to say that her majesty is becoming weak due to his majesty?”

“Clearly so. Look, ever since his majesty returned, has her majesty resembled an empress at all? She’s been learning knitting, cooking… That’s not how an empress should be. Her majesty’s blade is rusting. A mother can’t maintain such a vast territory. We need an empress, not an idiotic mother who only thinks about her son.”

Alice placed her cup down on the table. She looked at the wine in the cup swish back-and-forth gently. In a serious tone, she continued, “I know that it’s not his majesty’s fault, but he is causing her majesty’s downfall. We must take action to wake her majesty from her slumber……”

Castell jumped up out of his seat and broke out in a cold sweat. He looked at Alice and asked: “Are you planning to revolt?! We’re all going to be dead if we kill his majesty! Moreover, he is her majesty’s only son! What are we going to do about the throne if he dies?! Who is going to succeed the throne?!”

“His majesty can die once he gives birth to his child.” Alice looked at Castell calmly and continued,

“Do you want to just watch her majesty’s downfall like this?! What’s the big deal about dying for the empress of the empire?! Even if we do die, her majesty will understand our good intentions.”

Castell stared at her blankly. He could see Alice’s determination in her eyes. She wasn’t joking.

============================

“Son, I don’t know if it’s such a good idea for us to sneak out like this……”

“Don’t worry mom. It’ll be fine even if you’re not there.” I held mom’s hands and walked on the streets. Mom smiled helplessly as she pulled on the dress she wore and then replied, “It feels a little strange to be able to come out here…… The last time mommy went out to play was when mommy was in her teens. Your father was still by mommy’s side back then. Mommy hasn’t worn a dress in a long time. Mommy’s not used to it.”

I smiled as I turned my head around to look at mom and said: “Dad accompanied you in the past, and I’ll accompany you today. It’s too sad to still be stuck in the palace on your birthday. I know that you don’t want to be flamboyant which is why we snuck out. Don’t you think it’s nice? I think that what you need most isn’t a present, but freedom. Today, I shall play with you outside the palace mom.”

Mom looked at me first. She usually always wears a face-veil when she appears, so nobody knew how she looked. Only gold coins had her face printed on them. However, nobody would stare at a gold coin, so nobody recognised her as the empress of the empire. Mom changed into a dress and tied her hair up, giving her the vibe of a venerable lady, a very beautiful venerable lady.

Her usual majestic aura completely vanished. Her new look felt somewhat strange to an unsettling degree.

“Son, you’re becoming more and more like your father.” Mom grabbed hold of my hand with a smile and then walked up to me and continued, “Alright then, I’ll play together with you outside for my birthday this time then. Being able to play with you outside of the palace has been the one thing I have yearned for most.”

I smiled as I walked by mom’s side and replied: “Mom, I don’t have any dating experience with girls, so this is practice for me too.”

Mom smiled and came over towards me more affectionately. She wrapped her arm around mine and then interlocked her fingers with mine. She looked at the street stalls and said: “Alright then, mommy shall be your woman for once. I’ll listen to you today.”

Mom and I strolled through the city on that day. Mom was the ruler of the empire but she wasn’t familiar with the royal capital. However, we didn’t have any real destination we wanted to head to either. We sniffed the air filled with the fragrance of food and searched for the foods mom liked to eat. Watching mom waiting for the food to cool with anticipation, watching her blush a little as she tried on hair accessories carved from jade at the store, watching mom hold her ticket tightly as she watched the horse she betted on run in the racecourse made me feel like mom was no different to any other young girl.

Perhaps it was as mom said. Maybe this was her true nature. I smiled as I watched mom smile frequently, causing my heart to throb a little. Mom is almost forty, but you couldn’t tell from her beautiful face and body. When we walked on the streets, I noticed people gathering to check her out too.

Although she’s my mom, she made me look good since she was so beautiful.

All is good as long as mom is happy.

It’s mom’s birthday. If mom can smile and obtain happiness from me, then I have fulfilled my responsibilities as a son. Honestly speaking, I’m very happy too.

Looking up at the sky, I noticed the sun was starting to set. How I wish this day could repeat itself. But I know mom will sit on her throne in the conference chamber tomorrow as the empress as she listening the ministers argue.

It’s nice to have this nice experience just this once.

“Aaah!! I’m so mad! I thought that number three was the fastest! Number three looked the plumpest! I’ve rode horses for so many years, there’s no way I’d be mistaken! This must be a scam! It must be!”

Mom stamped her feet and complained after we exited the racecourse. I smiled helplessly and consoled mom. I said; “It’s alright mom, that’s a guarantee with this sort of stuff. Let’s wait for a while because I heard that there will be fireworks to celebrate your birthday.”

“Fireworks?”

Mom wrapped her arm around mine. Then a loud bang and light came from behind. I turned around and saw the fireworks in the sky. They weren’t the modern day type of fireworks. They didn’t form a shape, but the colourful sky still attracted a good number of people.  After the races in the racecourse ended, we could watch the fireworks. Mom held my arm tightly. She raised her head up to look at the lights in the sky with a calm look in her eyes.

Next to her ear, I softly congratulated her: “Mom, happy birthday.”

Mom nodded as she watched the fireworks. Tears slowly flowed out of her eyes and reflected the colours of the fireworks. Mom pressed her body against mine firmer. She hugged my arm tightly, closed her eyes as she leaned on my shoulder and softly said: “Thank you. Thank you, son. This is the happiest birthday mommy has ever had. With you by my side, mommy is truly happy. Truly very happy……”

“Me too. I’m so glad that you’re my mom. Happy birthday mom. I love you.”

Twenty years ago, the young girl once held a man and watched the fireworks overhead.

Twenty years later, she watched the fireworks in the sky while hugging the treasure that man left for her.

The most blissful and dear treasure he left for her……
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“Onii-sama.”

When I returned to the outer court, Freya had already changed into a formal purple evening gown. The dark purple evening gown was very befitting of her, especially with her white skin. While she had a young appearance, her gaze and dress-up was much mature. She also carried the aura of a venerable lady.

She was only fifteen, but her calm smile didn’t contain the naivety of a child. Her gaze was so deep that I couldn’t see through her thoughts. She was pretty, but what was her heart like? I don’t know, but I’m willing to trust her. Although I don’t know, maybe I didn’t suspect her because she called me “onii-sama”.

I walked up to her side. She raised her head up to look at me. She then wrapped her arm wearing a white-silk glove around my arm and smiled as she said: “Let us head to the banquet, onii-sama.”

“Wait, this is for you.”

I took out a jar from my cloak and handed it to her. She looked at it blankly at first, but when she took it, she reacted with surprise: “Honey cherry tomatoes?! Onii-sama, this is……”

Oh, these cherry tomatoes are different to the ones we know. If I had to compare, it’s more similar to our peaches. Okay, the cherry tomatoes here are just our world’s peaches. It was one of the things I loved to eat when I was sick. However, these cherry tomatoes were boiled with refined white sugar. In this world, honey and white sugar are considered luxury commodities, so this cherry tomato was very expensive.

I spent forty gold coins for one and it was tiny. This cherry tomato should be really soft. It’s very likely to go bad if it meets with hard impact so it’s hard to store it. That must be why it’s so expensive.

“This is my present for you. I haven’t given you anything as my adopted-sister yet. I thought about buying you a present when I went out with her majesty this time.” I watched her grip it tightly. I don’t think even nobles get to eat it often, one because of supply and two, because of its steep price. I don’t know if she’s had it considering she’s from a fallen noble family.

She lowered her head and looked at the simple glass jar. She reached her hand out to open the lid and took out a pulp infused in the white sugar liquid…… It’s supposed to look like a peach, but it looks like a tangerine…… She put it in her mouth. The combination of sugar and honey made the simple fruit sweeter. She slowly chewed it and a layer of water formed in her blue eyes. Tear drops then coursed down her face one after another.

“Onii-sama……”

She smiled with tears in her eyes as she looked at me. She wiped away her tears and then raised her hand with the jar up high as she looked at me with the happy smile of a child. She choked on her words as she said: “It really is sweet.”

“Yeah.”

I slowly chewed on the pulp in my mouth as I smiled and wiped away the tears on her face. I then allowed her to wrap her arm around mine. She wrapped her arm around mine tightly and stuck closely to me. Tonight is her majesty’s banquet. I’ve already given her majesty the best birthday present. It’s enough that mom and I both had fun today.

When we got to the ballroom, I gently let go of Freya and said: “I need to go and find her majesty. I’m in charge of holding her cape today. After it’s over, I’ll come and look for you.”

“Alright, onii-sama.”

She smiled, tippy-toed up and gave me a gentle kiss on my cheek before letting go of my arm and going away. As she walked away she turned around to smile at me. I touched the spot she kissed and smiled helplessly. Did that kiss contain the sweetness of honey and white sugar?

There’s nothing more suitable than for her to go and see those nobles. Freya is good at socialising unlike me. I’m terrible at socialising, probably because I’ve never attended an event like this I guess. According to my understanding, the Vestalia household had always relied on her to sustain itself. She is but just a kid so how could she control an alcoholic-gambling father?

She failed once, so I don’t think she’ll fail again this time.

I circled around the large hall and arrived at the preparation room. Nier stood at the door and shivered at the sight of me before turning around and trying to run away. I looked at her hopelessly. I was the one that had a kiss forced on him, and a cheek-kiss is no big deal. You saw Freya kiss me. I don’t really care.

But Nier didn’t seem to agree with that.

“Nier.”

When I greeted her, Nier jerked her body. She stared at me blankly. Her lips budged a few times and then seemingly said something, but maybe not. I smiled helplessly. I ignored her for the meantime and knocked on the door before entering.

“Ah, son, you came at the perfect time. If you were any later, I would’ve had to call Nier to go and get you.” Mom looked at me with a bright smile. She had changed back into her military uniform and was adjusting the position of her face-veil. Alice made space behind mom. I walked over and held her cape.

Alice looked at mom’s smile and said: “You look very happy today, your majesty.”

“Yeah since this is the happiest day I’ve had in years. With my son by my side and the gift he gave me as well as the gift my husband left for me, how could I not be happy?” Mom laughed happily and then stamped her feet. The maids came to her and adjusted the ornaments on her one last time. Once they were done ensuring that all was well, they stepped back. Mom waved her hand and said: “Let’s go!”

The evening party was still the same as always.

Although it’s said that it’s a banquet for the empress’s birthday, I felt like there was nothing special, other than there being more people than usual and the dishes being more sumptuous. Nobody complimented me this time either. It was like everybody was trying to approach the empress. Being able to say just one sentence to her was a great honour. But this is good too. I like being free. I took a cup of wine and went to the balcony where I once shared my thoughts with Nier and looked at the lights of the houses in the distance.

Not only was it a celebration for the palace tonight, even the people were celebrating like it was a national holiday.

“Your majesty.”

When I suddenly heard a voice from behind I turned around and saw Nier. She was slightly blushing. She stood there holding a bottle or wine and a cup. She bowed and asked: “Would I be disturbing you if I drank with you?”

I froze up. It was the first time Nier took the initiative to invite me to drink. I shook my head and replied: “Of course not. I’d be very glad if you could drink with me, Nier. Come.”

I shifted to the side and Nier walked up to my side. After a moment of hesitation, she lifted the bottle up to her mouth and gulped mouthfuls. I looked at her completely startled. I didn’t know what to say. She let out a sigh of relief and then placed the bottle down. She then looked at the lights outside in silence. I waited for ages but she never spoke. Hopeless at the situation, I picked up my cup of wine again.

“Your majesty, I think… I’ve fallen in love with you.”

“Pfffttt!!!!”

I spat a mouthful of red wine out, and then turned my head to look at Nier with utter shock. Nier’s face was completely red, although I didn’t know if it was because she was drunk or blushing. But she looked at me seriously and continued: “That’s how it is. This is the first time I’ve felt myself fall in love with someone, so I want to know your answer.”

I looked at Nier and stuttered: “Ah… this is a little too sudden… no… It’s not that I don’t love you. I really like you too. It’s just that I already have a fiancée and we’re going to get married soon, so sorry, Nier.”

“I see. I’m sorry for disturbing you. I wish you a happy marriage in advance.”

Nier bowed and then returned to the hall, leaving me at a complete loss for what to do.
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Alice turned around and reacted with shock. In front of her was Nier whose face was covered in tears. She was desperately biting down on her lips to prevent herself from crying. In fact, her lips were bleeding. Her blood and tears were mixed in together as they ran down her face together.

Alice walked up to Nier’s side, and pressed on Nier’s lips. She asked: “What’s wrong, Nier? What happened?”

“I don’t feel too well… My heart aches. It hurts so much. I can’t control it either. I just keep having an urge to cry.” Nier cried as she looked at Alice. Big drops of tears dropped down. Alice helped her wipe away her tears and patted her back. Nier’s shaky legs almost gave in. Nier did her absolute best to resist crying. Alice looked at the young girl in front of her sympathetically but she didn’t know the reason.

“Let’s go. I’ll take you back to the outer court.”

Alice supported Nier. Nier leaned on Alice as she sobbed. Alice didn’t know why Nier was like this. Nier bleeds and she’ll die, but she’s never seen Nier cry. Nier never cried even when she got hurt in training.

But Nier was crying like a kid right now. She had never thought Nier could cry like this. What exactly happened with Nier?

“Ah, Miss Nier!”

When they arrived back at the outer court, they saw Luna who was holding a candle as she stood at the entrance waiting for his majesty’s return. Alice frowned and passed Nier to Luna. Nier hugged Luna tightly and cried loudly in her arms. Luna smiled helplessly as she comforted Nier. Alice made a small bow and said: “I’ll leave Nier in your care for now. I need to return to guard her majesty.”

“Oh, alright. Thank you.”

Luna held Nier and struggled to help her upstairs. Nier had seemingly already lost the energy to move. She rested her entire body in Luna’s arms. Luna struggled to get Nier to the bed. She then sighed as she looked at Nier and asked: “What’s wrong, Nier? Could it be that his majesty rejected you?”

“He… he has a fiancée… he’s going to get married… why… why…? I should be indifferent to it… didn’t… didn’t you say that I would be able to let go after he rejects me? Didn’t you say I could let it go once I’d expressed my feelings to him? So why? Why am I in so much pain…? My heart hurts. It aches. It hurts. I want to die so badly.”

Nier curled up like a prawn and grabbed her chest tightly. Her expression of pain and her tears wet her pillow. Luna sighed. She looked at her and held her hand tightly. As she looked at Nier, she softly said: “So do you understand love now? Being rejected by the one you love hurts like that. It’s the same for me, Nier. I love his majesty too, but I know that I won’t have the chance.”

“What do I do…? What do I do……?”

“Do you still love him? Or otherwise, are you able to completely forget everything? Can you look at his majesty calmly the way you did in the past? Will your heart not be set aflutter by him? If you can, you just need to silently wait. Or do you still love his majesty?”

Luna looked at her. She hugged her and continued, “Nier, you might not have any way of answering this question right now, but you should understand your feelings tomorrow. If you still love his majesty, it’s not bad to be a bodyguard by his side. You can be happy to just see him and stay by his side. That’s how it is with me. I don’t have the right to love him, but I cherish the time I get to spend at his side. Him having someone he loves doesn’t stop us from protecting him.”

“Luna… I… I……”

“Have a good rest, Nier. You must be braver than me. At least you have a chance and the courage to express your love.” Luna hugged Nier and looked at the moon in the sky. In her soft voice, she continued, “I really don’t know how beautiful and lucky that girl his majesty loves is. Is she also missing his majesty right now?”

=================

The Northern winds across the border were freezing. The extreme cold and heavy snow in the North was the one thing the elves hated most. The north of the large canyon had never been so desolate. But the winter this year seemed even more merciless. It was only autumn and yet it was freezing there. No living organism was to be found, and not a single strand of grass could be found.

The elves serving in the army in the North were preparing their stuff to head south. It wasn’t that they were abandoning their post, but because elves just couldn’t withstand the freezing weather and snow. Their senses were dulled in the snow even if they wore thicker clothing, and thereby would die soon. That was the elves innate weakness, which was why they had no means of crossing the large canyon.

The young girl pulled her dagger out of a big corpse and red blood spurt fourth in a split second as well as the warmth of life. The young girl looked at the corpse underneath here while huffing and puffing as she walked up to a tree and sat down, completely drained. A few huge green corpses were lying facing every direction on the ground, allowing the cold wind to blow against them.

The young girl sat under the tree and shut her eyes for a moment. A while later, she took out a pendant from her shirt and spaced out as she looked at it. She then stood up, stretched out her limbs and headed towards the next camp……

=========================

I raised my head up to look at the moon in the sky that was soon to be full and let out a big sigh.

Nier’s straight pitch caught me off guard. I never thought Nier would like me, and confess at this time.

Do I not love Nier? I’m not sure, but she was the first and the one who was always by my side. We went through life and death together. We went to many places together. We laughed together, suffered together and fought. Nier was a compulsory part of my time here with the humans.

It’s the same as when I’m with the elves. Lucia is the person I care about most over there, but I only have Nier here. Maybe getting married here and getting married in the elven lands won’t conflict with each other. But I’ve been influenced by monogamy. And I refuse to betray Lucia.

I swore that I would not betray Lucia all my life at the deer hunting festival. I can’t betray a woman who didn’t abandon me when I was critically wounded, put her life on the line to protect me and looked after me.

But why can’t I forget Nier? My head was filled with Nier. I can’t betray Lucia, but I keep thinking about Nier, and worse, I don’t even feel guilty about it. Am I born a scumbag?

I don’t think so.

I don’t want to betray Lucia but I do have feelings for Nier. What do I do now? And it’s going to be a full moon soon, so what can I do? I don’t even have two days left with Nier. How do I face Nier?

I rejected Nier, but now my heart is unsettled.

“So you were here, onii-sama.”

Freya suddenly appeared by my side and looked at me. She then looked at the bottle of wine by my foot silently before saying: “Why did you drink so much? That is not good for you.”

I looked at the moon and spoke at a slow pace: “I’m alright. I’m still sober. It’s just that I feel very unsettled.”

Freya nodded as if she understood something. She stood next to me and looked at the moon in the sky together with me. She said: “I do not know what you are fretting about, onii-sama. I do not think that you would ask me for advice either. However, if you are facing a selection problem, there are always two choices, are there not?” The first one or the second one? But… there is a third one.”

Freya made an eye gesture and continued with a smile, “Multiple choice, am I right?”
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When Luna woke up the next day, she found Nier had already gotten changed. Nier noticed Luna who was behind her wake up. She turned her head around. Her eyes were still red, but she had regained her calmness and resolve in her gaze. She looked at Luna, made a small bow and greeted her: “Good morning, Luna.”

“Ah… good morning.”

Luna looked at her blankly and asked: “Nier, you……”

“I’ve made up my mind, Luna. I love his majesty.” Nier looked at Luna resolutely and calmly continued, “I understand now. I understand now. If this is love, then I love his majesty. Maybe it’s because his majesty helped me. Maybe it’s because his majesty is the only one who accompanies me. But whatever the case is, I love his majesty. And I don’t intend to give up.”

“So……”

Nier looked at Luna with determination and replied: “I want to protect him at his side just like you, Luna.

You are his majesty’s personal servant, and I want to be his personal bodyguard. I don’t hate my identity as a Valkyrie. It’s just that I want to be a Valkyrie that protects his majesty. I want to keep him safe from harm. In the past it was her majesty’s job for me, but this time, it’s my own wish.”

Luna stared blankly at Nier who was standing before her with determination and sighed. Luna revealed a hopeless and envious smile, knowing that Nier couldn’t be stopped. She said: “Nier, you really are cool, huh? You are so decisive and cool even in love. I truly envy you, Nier. It’s so admirable for you to have that sort of courage. Come what may, we shall serve his majesty together from now. Please look after me.”

Luna looked at Nier and opened her arms.

“Uhm.”

Nier looked at Luna. It was the first time she reached her hand out. The two of them shook hands and then gave each other a gentle hug. What feelings were they feeling? Nier and Luna couldn’t explain it. It was like a roommate type of friendship, as well as two who shared the same sad fate.

Nier left the room. The prince doesn’t actually know that they can see his sleeping face every time they come out. But it didn’t matter. The prince was sound asleep. Nier looked at the side of the prince’s face. His expression was very calm. As a matter of fact, he had a smile on his face. Nier couldn’t help but recall the feeling of when it went to her head and she kissed him. Her heartbeat sped up. The feeling of when she kissed him resurfaced on her lips. She couldn’t help herself from walking up closer and coming closer to his face. She couldn’t control her palpitating heart.

She gave him a peck.

“Lucia……”

The prince seemed to feel something. He frowned and then revealed a happy smile as he muttered a name.

Nier stood in place silently. Her heart which was palpitating felt like it took a hit again, as if the impulse and feeling just before was an unrealistic dream. She took in a deep breath like sucking melted ice which pricks your skin and runs down your mouth with a tinge of blood mixed in.

“Is that you.., Lucia?”

Nier’s line of sight shifted to the pendant the prince placed to the side. The lovely heart shape looked like it was mocking her with a smile. She took in a deep breath and then left the room. She needed to bid the empress farewell and head out today. If she couldn’t become his majesty’s wife then she wanted to be his bodyguard. She was fine with it as long as she could be by his side. She was fine with it even if it meant she would have to bodyguard Lucia in the future as well.

It was like protecting her majesty. Her majesty gave her the strength to live on while his majesty gave her the purpose to live on. She saw a bigger world at his majesty’s side. She obtained determination from his side.

Inner court……

“Your majesty, Nier is at the door.”

The empress nodded. The maid behind her got frightened and nearly broke her majesty’s long black hair.

A moment later, Nier entered the inner court, knelt down on one knee reported in: “Your majesty, sword instructor of Valkyrie squad one, Nier Gilliante, reporting for duty.”

“Nier, do you still remember what we discussed?”

“I do.” Nier raised her head and continued, “But I have come to understand that I will not be his majesty’s wife. I have already confessed to his majesty. His majesty rejected me, explaining that he is getting married.”

“WHAT?!”

The empress aggressively stood up from her seat causing a few strands of hair to break and scaring the maid who dropped to both knees in the process. But the empress was in no mood to worry about her hair right now. She looked at Nier and exclaimed with shock: “What did you say?! He’s getting married?! Why didn’t I hear about it?! I’m his mother and yet I never heard anything about it!”

Nier looked at her majesty and calmly said: “His fiancée’s name is Lucia. I think the matter is with the elves’ side which is why his majesty did not mention it.”

“Damn it! That bitch! That damned bitch! She still wants to get ahead of me?! He is my son! I’m the one who’s going to decide his marriage. I don’t care what she says, I won’t accept that elf! My son must marry an appropriate human wife, not a bitch of an elf!”

The empress furiously ripped her sword out of its sheath, slammed her hand on the table hard and shouted: “Castell!”

“Present.”

Castell came in, bowed and asked: “What has gotten you so mad, your majesty?”

“The elves. Why didn’t I know about my son getting married?!”

“Please calm down, your majesty. His majesty does indeed have a fiancée named Lucia. But I never heard they were getting married. It must be a recent announcement.”

Castell looked at the empress and asked: “Your majesty, do you want me to go and have a word with the elves?”

“Of course! How dare that woman pair my son up with a bitch of an elf! I absolutely won’t accept it! I am the one who shall decide my son’s marriage. I am his true mother! Go and talk to the elves. If they don’t agree, then tell them to prepare for war!”

The empress furiously swung her hand and then quickly wrote a letter at the table, shoved it into an envelope and sealed it before finally handing it to Nier. She added: “Nier, I agree to you and my son. You are the only one I am satisfied with among all those by his side at current. Deliver this to the church and when you return, I’ll let you and my son get married.”

“Your majesty!”

Nier looked at the empress blankly. She couldn’t believe her ears. The empress nodded and said: “I’ve always treated you as my daughter. I agree now. Also, call his adopted-sister Freya here.”

“Roger!!”

Nier excitedly stood up and swiftly left the inner court. She gripped the letter in her hand tightly and carefully like she was holding her heart. Castell watched Nier’s back as she vanished into the distance and asked: “Your majesty, is that really alright?”

“There’s no alright or not alright. At least Nier is a virgin, and she’s much better than others. I don’t want to have my son marry someone he’s never met before either. Nier is a good choice. Go prepare some medicinal herbs. I need Nier to get pregnant in the shortest time possible. She must get ahead of that elf! Oh, right. Go and find some poison for me right now, and then give it to me.”

“Understood.”

Glossary

*This has popped up a lot and I have a good guess as to why it’s a common thought, and reinforces that being presumptuous is evidently real and popular. “Just Harem it up” is basically the thought, reason being “because what king doesn’t have a harem?” For those who don’t see everything I say, you may have missed it, but in this world, polygamy is abnormal and will have people raising their eyebrows, if not viewing you as a heretic. So the “kings have harems” logic from 2D worlds you’re familiar with and the 3D world doesn’t apply to this world that Troy is in.
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*You can watch me translate this chapter live here*



A full moon night huh? Upon waking up, I let Luna wipe me down. I remember now. Today is a full moon.

Why do I feel that so much happened this month…? So much that I’m feeling lost. Perhaps it was because I just did something shocking. It took me an entire month to deal with the church. I didn’t do anything else in the end. And too much happened this month. All sorts of things happened. Freya, Nier… so many things happened with both of them.

However, I’ll be returning to the elves after this. I wonder if Lucia has returned. If she has, I wonder if her wedding dress is ready. If it is, I think I need to have a word with mom. I’ll be with the elves for the next two months as I need to prepare for my wedding.

Oh right, I haven’t told mom about my wedding. But is it really a good idea to tell mom about getting married over in the elven lands? I somehow have a feeling that mom isn’t going to accept an elf as a daughter-in-law.

But I should still tell her… I never got the chance previously but now I do. I have to return soon anyway. I don’t think that mom would lock me up… Yeah… I don’t think so. I don’t think so. I trust that she won’t……. No way……

I was starting to dissuade myself.

“Ah, Nier, Freya.”

When I stood up to get dressed I saw Nier and Freya return. Freya was holding a small container in her hand. It was a rare sight to see the two of them together. I called out to them. The two of them entered, made a small bow and replied.

“Good morning, your majesty.”

“Good morning, onii-sama.”

I pointed to the container in Frey’a hand and asked: “Good morning. Freya, what’s that container in your hand?”

Freya opened it with a smile. Inside was a pearl. She replied: “This is something her majesty gave me. It looks like it was one of the presents her majesty received yesterday. I want to make a necklace and wear it. What do you think, onii-sama?”

I picked up the pearl. It really did look the same as a pearl. Maybe mom gave this away because it wasn’t unique in any way. I nodded and said: “That’s a good idea. I think it’ll be very becoming of you because the colour of this pearl suits your skin colour.”

Freya closed the container and replied cheerfully “Thank you for the compliment, onii-sama.”

Nier looked at me and twitched her lips as if she wanted to say something. I looked at her and asked: “Do you have something you want to say, Nier? Tell me. What are you holding back on me for? We aren’t outside. Luna, is breakfast ready?”

Luna poked her head out from the entrance, smiled and replied: “I just finished preparing it. Sorry, your majesty, it is a little late today because the there was a problem with the grills in the kitchen.”

“It’s fine, I’m not rushed. So what’s the matter, Nier?”

“Your majesty, I just returned from her majesty’s place……” She looked at me in a somewhat bashful countenance causing me to stiffen up. I never thought Nier could be so shy. She was like a young girl about to marry her husband.

“Oh? Did mom say something?”

“Her majesty said that after I delivered this letter and returned, she would have us get married.”

“Pfft!!”

What? What the hell is this?! What did you say?!! This… this… she’s so shy she’s like a young girl that’s about to marry her husband! So it wasn’t just my comparison but the actual reality!! What the heck is going on here?! If Vyvyan hears I’m getting married, she’ll go bananas. Why is Elizabeth in such a rush for me to get married? And why didn’t I hear anything about this?!

Why is this wedding so sudden like it was decided just last night?! I’ve been engaged to Lucia for a long time. Marriage requires the maturation of a relationship. Nier and I have only known each other for two months and we’re getting married? Although I’m aware that “flash marriages” exist, I can’t really accept it. I like having the two date until their relationship matures to the point where they are ready for married life.

According to the agreement, Troy only started getting shared after he came of age. They didn’t start sharing him before that due to his young age and thus his safety when travelling, thereby waiting until he was eighteen years old. In other words, my first time coming here to the human empire was the real Troy’s second time coming here. It’s exactly as Nier said, she and I have no relationship.

Nier looked at my shocked reaction and lowered her head slightly disappointed. She said: “I knew that you still couldn’t accept me. I understand that you love somebody else, your majesty, but this is her majesty’s idea. If you do not like me, you can refuse. That’s not a problem.”

“No…… If you’re asking me whether or not I like you, I do like you, Nier. It’s just that I’m already engaged, so there’s nothing I can do.” I smiled helplessly as I looked at Nier and explained, “Nier, you’ve saved my life and always been by my side to protect me. Of course I like you too. If I didn’t get to know Lucia first, I would happily marry you, Nier. It’s just that… it’s just that……”

Nier looked at me and exclaimed: “Lucia is an elf! Your majesty, you are our prince. You can’t marry an elf! If you marry an elf, you won’t return, and her majesty will definitely start another war!”

“Yeah, so if I get married here, then doesn’t that mean I can’t return to the elves either?”

I smiled helplessly and continued, “That’s how it is. I can’t satisfy both parties unless there’s a half-blood girl that both of my moms can accept. Otherwise, there’s no way I can satisfy both of my moms. If I were to marry you, would you be able to accept another woman? You can’t, right……?”

“I can’t.”

Nier clenched her teeth and added, “I can’t accept you marrying someone else after marrying me. That is a form of betrayal towards me.”

“The same applies for Lucia.”

I wore the pendant on, looked at the heart-shaped pendant and fell into a silence for a moment before continuing, “When I had grievous wounds, Lucia carried me on her back over a very long distance. She didn’t abandon me when I was on the brink of death. She chewed on rotten berries to feed me. She starved herself and fought sleep deprivation as well as risking her own life to save me. I can’t betray Lucia. Lucia almost lost her life for my sake. So it’s no big deal to me for me to give up a part of the world for her.”

In a hoarse voice, Nier looked at me and asked: “What about me then, your majesty? Can you not give up the elves for my sake?”

I took in a deep breath, walked out of the room and softly said: “Sorry, Nier. I like you too. There’s no way I don’t love you, but Lucia came to me first. If I hesitate, that means I’m disrespecting her, so sorry, Nier.”

“……”

Nier went silent as she stood behind me. A moment after, she massaged her face roughly, took in a deep breath, and then recovered her usual calm demeanour. She walked up behind me and said: “I apologise, your majesty. I’ve made it hard for you. Please go and have breakfast now. What plans do you have for today?”

“Nothing. But call Luna to my room tonight, just like that night.”

“Go with my son to the elves side this time. If Castell’s negotiations fall apart, kill that Lucia using this poison. She won’t refuse something his majesty gives to her. I’m leaving it in your hands. Kill Lucia. Even better if you can frame up an elf for it.”

Freya looked at the small container in front of her in silence……

Glossary

*Flash Marriage = Chinese slang for a marriage between partners who have known each other less than one month
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Nothing special happened on this month’s full moon. Luna chose to use the same method as last time. I did ask her if we could use other methods, but Luna explained that she couldn’t withstand the pain over a long period of time either, so we could only stick to this one-shot method which was the quickest. I understandably couldn’t object to it. When Luna goes into full-heat, Nier knocks her out and takes her away while I fall into my slumber. Going through this every month is tiring me. Even though I’ve only gone through it a few times, it taxes me both physically and mentally to a great extent.

When I woke up the next day, mom was sleeping at the table by the side. It looks like mom was in more pain than anyone when I was in pain. While my body was being ripped apart, mom’s heart bled for me. I stood up and walked up to mom’s side. I tried to use my strength to… shit. I failed…….

“What are you doing, son?”

Mom opened her eyes and looked at me startled as I had one arm around her neck and the other around her waist. It looks like mom maintains a high level of vigilance even when she sleeps…… I let go while my face and ears were red and replied: “I was… I was going to pick you up but… I didn’t have the strength……”

Mom stayed still. She then pinched her waist and managed to pinch a piece of flesh…… Mom looked gloomy. She frowned at said: “Damn it… I’ve been so happy with you at my side this month I didn’t exercise at all…… I definitely didn’t have excess fat on my body before. But the spring hunting season is coming. When spring comes in, come hunting with mommy.”

“Mom… winter has only just started……”

“That’s alright… It’ll be spring the next time you come.” Mom reached her arms out and carefully hugged me. Maybe she was worried about me having gone through the full-moon night baptism, but she was very gentle with me. She stroked my head and with a smile said: “Mommy doesn’t want to count the days anymore. Mommy just checks the monthly schedules now. You will be back the month after next.”

I felt a little sad when looking at mom’s lonely and reluctant gaze. It’s not just mom though. Vyvyan’s gaze was filled with agony and reluctance when I left her too. Seeing mom’s gaze makes me remember the phrase our ancestors taught us “a son not ought to go to a distance where he will be away from his parents”. But I have no choice. If my two moms could get along, maybe the three of us could find a place to lead a happy and blissful life……

I think that if I’m going to make that a reality, I’ll need someone who can settle the crazy way they treat me. It’ll be best if it’s my father, who is the one who won the support of the other elves after annihilating the dark elves, the previous king, Inard. Unfortunately, he’s probably dead as can be. Otherwise he would’ve crawled back if he had to. I mean, look at his wives. If he’s dead, there’s no chance they’ll get along……

“Mom, where’s Nier?”

I noticed that someone was missing from my side. Normally speaking, Nier should be facing me with her back as she stood at the door. But a Valkyrie I didn’t know stood there today. Mom looked at me silently and then asked: “Nier went to deliver a letter. She’s gone already. Oh right, son, do you have any opinion about your marriage to Nier?”

I looked at mom and shook my head: “I do. Mom, I have a fiancée already. I can’t marry another girl.”

Mom looked at me and asked: “Okay, so do you like Nier, son? Do you want to marry Nier?”

I thought about it and scratched my head. I was a little embarrassed as I said: “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like her… because I like Nier, but……”

“Then there are no ‘buts'”.

Mom stood up, pointed at the royal family’s coat of arms on my chest and said: “Son, you are my son here, the eldest son of the royal family, a member of the Rosvenor family. Your fiancée there is your fiancée when you’re the elf prince. But you’re not the elf prince now. Mommy supports monogamy too, but you’re single here, son. This isn’t betrayal. You must be affectionate with your elven wife as an elf, and you must be affectionate with your human wife as a human. That is loyalty.”

“That’s… that’s……”

Mom’s reasoning and moral arguments were full of problems but I had not one bloody argument for it. There was a huge problem with her entire logic, but there were no loopholes in the finer areas. Yes, she is indeed right based on the status quo. I have a fiancée on the elven side, but I don’t have one on humanity’s side. Me getting married here wouldn’t affect the elves over there.

In other words, I’m not betraying Lucia. I didn’t betray her when I was the elf prince. But I can’t get involved with elves as the human prince. If I’m being all lovey-dovey here with Nier, then I’m doing so as the human prince, so they don’t conflict with each other.

Wait, no… why the hell is this two-timing sort-of-matter so reasonable here?!

Mom looked at me who was shocked, patted me on my shoulder and added: “That’s what we’ll go with then, son. Mommy knows what you’re thinking. If you agree, mommy will discuss your marriage with that woman.”

“Wait a second! Mom! You’re going to see m(om)-… Vyvyan?!”

Mom righteously replied: “Of course. Of course I’m the one who’s meant to arrange your marriage as your mother. Who is she to be arranging it? She has to back off on this matter.”

I suddenly came to a realisation. Could this be a chance to get them to make up? They keep fighting with each other because of me and their relationship hasn’t improved. Maybe they just need a grandchild and they’ll make up. Plus, preparing for my wedding is a chance for the two of them to meet

Maybe they’ll be able to be friends once they meet……

Alright, even I’m not convinced by what I’m saying. It’d be a blessing if they didn’t fight each other upon meeting each other. I sure as hell don’t want a second war over me to break out.

“Son, mommy wants you to be happy. Mommy doesn’t want you to end up like mommy and have a political marriage.” Mom looked at me with a sad look and continued, “But, mommy doesn’t have as much time as that woman. Mommy wants to see you happy in the short time mommy has. That way, mommy won’t feel so guilty. Son, if you can accept Nier, just marry her. Mommy will help you solve the matters that come after it.”

“Mom……”

I looked at mom and my hand naturally went for the pendant on my chest. I gripped the heart-shape pendant tightly. The edges of it stabbed into my hand painfully as if it was about to cut into my flesh. I looked at mom’s gaze and let out a hopeless sigh. I said: “Mom, let me think about it, alright? I don’t want to decide so soon.”

Mom nodded and said: “Think about it carefully before Nier returns then, son. But before that, let mommy hug you first… Son, mommy really misses you… mommy really loves you… so… mommy is waiting for you to come back soon son……”

“Uhm. I know mom. I love you too……”
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