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  Chapter 51:
I Will… Part Two


   


  THE CLIFFS THAT FORMED the boundaries of Death Canyon began to collapse, their crumbling fragments pouring into the cavernous gorge below.


  Boooooom.


  When the Indomitable Alliance’s knights felt the otherworldly rumbling, they scrambled off their horses’ backs, clutching the reins.


  “H-how can this be?”


  According to their battle plan, the canyon should have been destroyed by the magic bombs fired from the alliance’s large launchers, but the scene transpiring before their eyes had them at a complete loss.


  The people on Brek’s side of the divide fared no better in the wake of the blasts. The soldiers who had been thrown to the ground while fleeing the barrage clambered back to their feet.


  “We did that?”


  They trembled at what their allies had done. As they got up, their gazes turned as one toward Cale and his party. His group alone stood tall and poised in the face of the conflagration.


  “The Indomitable Alliance’s plan succeeded.”


  Death Canyon stretched across the continent for hundreds of kilometers, but now a huge span of it was packed with rock and dirt. Even though the enemy had ostensibly achieved their aim, Rosalyn was chuckling to herself. A wall of dark-blue fire had consumed the broken section of the ravine, the midnight-colored flames dancing in her crimson eyes.


  Dragons really are amazing. Even with her internal organs ravaged by the overuse of mana, she couldn’t stop laughing.


  Then Rosalyn heard a quiet voice in her ear. “I’m going to let you down now, Miss Rosalyn.”


  She started. Cale was still carrying her over his shoulder. When she turned her head, she could see his arm shaking.


  Oh! Here he is, hefting me around despite his weakness. Realizing that she was burdening him, Rosalyn quickly slid down to her feet with a profoundly apologetic look. She expected to find him grimacing in exhaustion, but his expression gave her pause. Cale was watching the sea of dark-blue flames, seeming curiously at peace.


  That takes care of their bridge, he thought.


  The bridge that the enemy had intended to establish in the middle of the canyon had been rendered useless by the wall of fire. While their foes might try the same tactic at other points along the lengthy gorge, the fiery columns installed throughout would rise to block them every time.


  “Miss Rosalyn…”


  “Yes, Lord Cale. Now the Mage Brigade can wear down the enemies in the air.” Rosalyn was already dishing out orders and preparing long-distance offensive spells. With a much more relaxed disposition, she continued, “Have the knights and soldiers line up against the cliff’s edge so we can nip any further attempts to collapse the canyon in the bud.”


  They were settling in for a prolonged battle from this point forward. Cale’s party had managed to block the enemy’s path, but that also meant Brek’s army was restricted to magic attacks. Though Brek had the support of strong fighters, their numbers were too few to handle hundreds of thousands of enemy soldiers. Besides, Rosalyn wanted to win this with as few casualties as possible.


  “In a drawn-out engagement, the alliance will retreat due to a lack of supplies. The north always has a food shortage in springtime, but Brek doesn’t have that problem.”


  “We can’t allow that.”


  “Excuse me?”


  His voice unusually stern, Cale answered, “We can’t let this turn into a prolonged battle.”


  “What do you mean?” Rosalyn’s heart rate picked up again. Cale appeared at ease, but there was a hint of anxiety in his gaze. Apprehension wasn’t an emotion she normally attributed to Cale, so it worried her.


  Cale turned abruptly away from the tower of flame. “We need to hurry up and eliminate them,” he declared.


  From here on out, it was a race against time.


  Cale’s battle was only just beginning. A certain individual prevented him from leaving the front lines—someone Rosalyn had heard about but never faced in person. Cale, however, had experienced his strength before.


  He summoned one of his allies, who had been preparing for some time now. “Mary.”


  The black-robed necromancer drifted over to Cale. Now that the encroaching night had doused the sky in darkness, the only light came from the inky blue glow of the surging flames. Cale’s shock of scarlet hair stood out in stark contrast.


  “Look, over there.”


  Cale pointed, and Mary’s gaze followed. He was gesturing to the winged bears and dwarves, who hovered around the pillar of fire in apparent concern.


  As soon as she turned toward them, Cale ordered, “Yank them out by the roots.” He wanted her to get rid of each and every one of them. “Those wings have bones in them, Mary.”


  Mary gasped.


  Rosalyn likewise stared at Cale in shock. An image flashed across her mind: the bones of dead wyverns and a necromancer who could make skeletons dance…


  The necromancer grinned beneath her black hood. “Yes, sir.”


  As Mary’s mechanical voice rang out, black threads emerged from her hands. One of the black bone wyverns flapped its wings and sprang into the air, climbing higher. Cale lifted his head to see someone plunging down from the heavens toward the wyvern.


  Thud!


  On impact, a light shudder ran through the wyvern’s body, but the man who’d landed on it didn’t so much as waver. The black-haired swordmaster, Choi Han, grabbed the wyvern’s neckbone as they soared up beside the blazing inferno. A flock of crows accompanied him, their hundreds of bodies forming a black path across the sky as if creating fresh earth in the air.


  One of those crows alighted on Choi Han’s shoulder. Opening its beak, it said in a familiar voice, “This is Lord Cale’s order.”


  The voice belonged to the tiger shaman, Gashan. This crow was acting as a messenger, delivering its master’s words—and it wasn’t the only one. While the tigers in white martial arts uniforms lingered high above, peering down at the sea of fire while they patched up some minor wounds, the crows relayed an order to them as well.


  “Our enemies’ wings are all built from the remains of the dead. Destroy them all.”


  The remains of the dead. The tigers grasped the significance of those words. They fixed their gazes on Choi Han and the black wyvern, who continued to ascend.


  After relaying Gashan’s command, the black birds took flight again, riding the wind with a chorus of caws. Choi Han followed their movements, gaining more height before drawing his sword. Shiiing. A black aura gushed from the blade.


  A trio passed him by on their way down, the three whales flashing him smiles as they descended.


  “Dragon fire is a bit outside our repertoire,” the killer whale, Archie, told him. “We’ll take care of the ground.”


  Choi Han acknowledged Archie with a curt nod, then picked up the pace. Archie shook his head at Choi Han’s viciousness. That guy isn’t normal either.


  As that thought flashed through Archie’s mind, he heard a loud noise. Boom! The black aura cleaved through the air.


  “Ugh!”


  The Flame Dwarves looked down at the weapons in their hands as their bodies were pushed backward. Slashed by the aura, the weapons shattered and tumbled down to be gobbled up by the flames. While the black aura scared them, the Flame Dwarves found the wall of crackling fire even more intimidating.


  A dwarf among them gulped, clinging to the bladeless handle of an axe. “H-how can there be a fire like this?”


  Their plan had failed. Where a bridge should have crossed the gorge, there was only a ravenous inferno. True to their name, the Flame Dwarves had a profound sense of the fire’s ferocity. Was some human out there truly capable of creating a liquid infused with such unadulterated power?


  An unfamiliar sense of dread overwhelmed the dwarves. No, actually…they did recognize this fear. They knew no humans, dwarves, beastfolk, or elves could produce such a pure fire. The only entity that could was one that struck terror into the Flame Dwarves’ hearts.


  Even so, they couldn’t retreat.


  “We have to do this. We can’t live under someone else’s rule forever!”


  In an effort to overcome their fright—to break free of the chains of subservience—the Flame Dwarves had already broken their fair share of taboos. Though they couldn’t hide the way their instinctive fear made them quiver, they adjusted the mechanisms to manipulate their wings anew.


  The enemy forces consisted of less than thirty tigers and a single swordmaster. On the other hand, there were still hundreds of Indomitable Alliance troops flying in the air and a safeguard in front of the dwarves.


  Boom! The bears clashed against Choi Han.


  “You absolute lunatics! A pillar of fire?! Are you planning on lighting up the entire canyon?!” one of the bears shouted at the swordmaster. He took a quick look around. The pillar of fire and the ineffectiveness of the magic bombs seemed to have stupefied the Flame Dwarves.


  Once a slave, always a slave! These bastards are so frustrating!


  The Flame Dwarves had boasted about their inevitable success, but now they trembled in terror, unable to even wield their magic tools properly. The bears glowered at these witless cowards.


  Meanwhile, the tigers continued to take down the bears one by one, bleeding all the while. And then there’s these deranged assholes! The bear worried his lip between his fangs. The Lion Tribe would take the Eastern Continent, and the Bear Tribe would control the west. Such was the arrangement they’d agreed upon to get rid of the Western Continent’s Wolf Tribe and the Eastern Continent’s Tiger Tribe. Who would’ve imagined things could veer so far off the rails?


  They’re in cahoots with the Whale Tribe too.


  Arm had planned to hand the ocean over to the mermaids and use the creatures to their advantage, but the whales had ruined everything. The bear should have known the situation would go awry as soon as those sea-dwellers had shown up here.


  Still, while the bears understood the tide of the battle had turned, they couldn’t back down. The communication sphere strapped to the bear’s waist glinted, delivering the orders of the powers controlling the Bear Tribe.


  “Fight. Persist.”


  For all their intelligence, the bears couldn’t disobey their ruler’s orders. This particular bear was a mere mid-rank officer; he had no choice but to comply. He raised his voice and commanded the rest of his kinsfolk, “Kill the crows first! Make it so that the tigers can’t move freely!”


  At that moment, a mighty crash rattled their ears. Baaang!


  The bear looked to the front lines, where his subordinates were combatting Choi Han’s black aura. Maniac.


  The black aura shooting up into the sky resembled the wall of dark-blue fire. In contrast to his gentle facade, the swordmaster’s black aura was violent and chaotic, and he seemed to be deliberately letting it run wild.


  He may look like the quiet type, but you can’t judge a book by its cover.


  The bear lightly thumped his fists together, making his gauntlets clink. At the same time, his wings flapped, sending him zooming toward the center of the battlefield.


  Boooom!


  As his gauntlet smashed into the skeletal wyvern’s wing, the bear turned to look at Choi Han. Meeting the swordmaster’s eyes, he threw the man a smirk. “Destroy the wyvern!” he ordered the nearby bears.


  There was only one way for them to win this aerial battle: annihilate the things keeping the tigers and the swordmaster aloft. He watched Choi Han bite his lip. So I was right.


  Right then, the bear’s eyes flashed, and he dodged a bolt of black aura whizzing his way. “Hrgh!” Choi Han’s aura moved fast, but the bears kept up their assault on the wyvern nonetheless.


  Boom, boom! Bang!


  While the wyvern raised its talons and tried to slash at the bears each time they drew near, it was too slow. Unable to wound the beastfolk themselves, its sharp claws only left shallow scrapes on their wings.


  The bear scoffed at the necromancer’s attempts to protect the wyvern from below. “Bah ha ha ha! You think wings forged from metal and bone will be broken by those stupid claws?”


  Her frantic wyvern puppetry made the black-haired swordmaster stumble, unable to keep his balance. It was a two-for-one deal for the bears.


  “Who cares if you can use aura?” the bear taunted, evading Choi Han’s strike yet again. “I just need to dodge!”


  Prior to today’s clash, this swordmaster had only shown his skills on the ground. His battles had all taken place on land or at sea, never in the sky. Even in his duel against the late Guardian Knight, Clope, he’d been riding a dragon’s skeleton—a far cry from the black wyvern skeleton carrying him now.


  But we can move more freely in the air! Confident of this, the bear was more and more brazen in his attacks. The wyvern trembled with every hit.


  Choi Han groaned. He couldn’t use his sword properly with all the quaking, nor could he block his opponents’ attacks. The wyvern thrashed with choked cries, lashing out with its claws, but it only amounted to those light scrapes on the foes’ wings.


  “Ha ha ha! This is fun! I’ll throw you and the wyvern into that fire your allies created!” The bear grinned widely, fangs glinting.


  Just then, Choi Han spoke up. “I’m not so sure about that.”


  At the same time, from her post on the ground, a murmur left Mary’s lips. “Ready.”


  Black light burst to life in the black wyvern’s eye sockets, cascading along the length of its black bones and spreading throughout its skeleton. At the same time, inky threads emerged from the wyvern’s body.


  Swish, swish! The sticky threads whipped out at tremendous speeds.


  “Huh?”


  “Where’d this black stuff come from?”


  Jolting at the sudden change, the bears stopped advancing and collectively teetered in the air.


  “What the…?” In mid-swerve, the bear shot a glance at his wings. The one that had been scratched by the wyvern’s claws tilted unnaturally, darkening to black.


  The mid-rank officer’s eyes flicked to Choi Han. Now comfortably balanced in his stance, the swordmaster said, “You shouldn’t use bones in front of a necromancer.”


  Cracks skittered down the connecting metal of their wings.


  “H-how?!”


  The explanation was simple: The bones ensnared by those black threads had begun moving on their own. Their sudden shifting strained the joints holding them together, causing the metal to fracture. In the end, the bones broke free from the rest of the apparatus.


  Screech, clunk. Clunk. Guided by black puppet strings, the newly liberated white bones congregated, latching on to the wyvern’s skeleton like cogs snapping into place. And with that, the wyvern’s body grew bigger and bigger.


  The bear’s lips trembled. “Wh-what is happening?!”


  “My wings!” one of the mid-rank officer’s subordinates cried out as his body listed sideways in the air. His wings had suffered the most scratches; they’d lost about half of their bones in the blink of an eye.


  For those who had lost their wings, only gravity awaited them—a headlong plunge into the dark-blue maelstrom.


  The mid-rank officer shot forward, reaching out his hand to catch his subordinate. But before he could close the distance, the black aura swooped in to cleave them apart.


  With a pained yelp, the bear officer clutched his slashed hand. As he whipped his head around, catching sight of Choi Han’s chilly gaze trained in his direction, he heard his subordinate’s scream. The other bear was falling.


  Before their fight had begun, the lower-ranking bear who had lost his wings plummeted to his death—and he wasn’t the only one. All the bears whose wings had been scraped while rushing the wyvern pitched to one side, hurtling into the fire by the dozens.


  Meanwhile, the bones continued to converge, building upon the black wyvern. Choi Han stood atop its head, aiming his violent aura at the mid-rank officer. The officer could only watch as his subordinates disappeared into the blaze below, whether it was the wyvern or the tigers who’d wrenched away their flight.


  Terror filled the air amid the screams and flames—and that was when Choi Han made his move. With both Raon and Lark out of commission, it was his duty to cut down the enemy. He fixed his gaze on the bears and dwarves. He could see the fear in their eyes, but his only targets were those who held command among them.


  Boom, boom!


  The mid-rank officer retreated to the rear of the formation. As Choi Han gave chase, the other bears tried to get in his way. He and the wyvern pushed forward without sparing them a second thought; his rampaging black aura sliced through their wings, while the wyvern bit down and tore the devices right off. Now outfitted with white skeletal armor, the wyvern had nothing to fear.


  Another wing was torn off. Another scream rang out.


  The officer couldn’t believe how rapidly Choi Han and the wyvern dispatched his fellow bears on their way to him. “Damn it!”


  Soon enough, he’d flown to the huddle of Flame Dwarves. The petrified dwarves were groping for their weapons in a state of abject terror, too scared to even contemplate fleeing. Normally the bear officer would have cursed these cowards, but he didn’t have the leeway to do so at the moment.


  Swoosh. As the black aura brushed by his side again, a wave of intense fear washed over him. There were no obstacles in the open sky—he had nowhere to hide from his pursuers.


  He might really die here.


  Should I head back to the ground? But the Bear King had ordered them to hold out. For how long, though?


  The bear’s mind spun in a frenzy. His tribe members—his subordinates—plunged into the chasm of fire one after another, but he didn’t want to share their fate. He found himself swearing over and over. Damn it, damn it!


  At that moment, he heard the king’s message: “He’s on his way.”


  The officer ceased his desperate flight.


  Chasing him down, Choi Han didn’t bother to question why the bear had stopped so abruptly. He swung his sword without hesitation—but his strike stopped short of its target.


  “Bah ha ha ha!” The bear’s dirty laugh grated on Choi Han’s ears. “He’s finally here!”


  A chill skittered down Choi Han’s spine. It was the sensation prey experienced in the presence of its natural predator.


  Danger.


  Choi Han recognized the source of his anxiety right away. He grabbed the wyvern’s neck and shouted, “Go back! We need to go back!”


  He’s here.


  There was only one person the bear could’ve been referring to.


  The wyvern and Choi Han performed a sharp turn, racing toward the spot where their group’s most vulnerable members—Lark, Raon, and Cale—were gathered. As he sliced through the wind, aiming toward the ground, a faint noise irritated his senses. It was the sound of a magic spell being cast. He also felt a presence that made his instincts buzz in warning.


  Once he’d descended to the midpoint of the pillar of fire, Choi Han looked up; someone had appeared atop the flames.


  It was the half-blood dragon. The man with white-gold hair and a pasty complexion had arrived on the battlefield with a smile on his face.


  When Cale saw that the half-blood dragon had finally shown up, he scowled. “Damn it.” This was the reason he needed to end the battle swiftly—the reason they’d killed as many enemy troops as possible.


  “Cale, is that him?” Crown Prince Albert asked through the communication sphere.


  “Yes. I’m hanging up now.”


  “What?”


  Cale ended the call and passed the device to Rosalyn, providing her with another set of coordinates. “Please connect it, Miss Rosalyn.”


  Rosalyn’s expression turned grave. “Lord Cale, i-is that…?” As a genius mage, she had a better sense of the half-blood dragon’s strength than anybody else—especially because he wasn’t bothering to hide his powers, displaying them for all to see. Rosalyn had watched Erhaven teach Raon; in the vibrations of the mana around this person, she could feel the unique aura of a dragon revealing its presence. Her mouth quickly went dry.


  “Hurry, Miss Rosalyn.” Cale’s voice reached her ears loud and clear, snapping her out of it. “This is our lifeline.”


  Our lifeline. Rosalyn knew exactly who Cale was trying to call. She activated the device with shaking hands.


  In the meantime, Cale watched the half-blood dragon floating in the air. The mage seemed distinctly amused.


  “It’s been too long. I didn’t think you’d prepare a wall of fire like this,” he commented. He sensed the power of a superior being emanating from that dark-blue flame. Licking his lips, he peered down at Cale.


  He hadn’t originally planned to join this operation. After all, those stupid Flame Dwarves had kicked up a fuss about how they could handle it themselves. An urgent request for help had brought him here, however, and he was satisfied by the sight that greeted him: a sea of fire and a face he hadn’t seen in a while—a person who reminded him of himself.


  Eyeing his kindred spirit, the mage amplified his voice with magic. “Wow! You know how to make things like this too, little bro?”


  “Little bro”? The words brought a grimace to Cale’s face. That nutcase. When did I become his little brother? And why’d he have to say it so loudly?


  Rather than responding, Cale slowly walked off. The wolf boy, Lark, flinched at Cale’s approach.


  That was when it happened.


  “No,” the half-blood dragon mumbled under his breath. His quiet voice couldn’t reach the others without an amplification spell, but Lark saw him stretch out one bony finger. He was pointing at Lark—or rather, at the bundle of blankets in Lark’s arms. The young dragon was still breathing heavily within. “You’re not my little bro. You’re just a human. That’s the dragon.”


  The half-blood dragon’s eyes sparkled. He could feel the might of the vessel within that little blanket. Such fluctuations occurred when a dragon was creating its vessel. This was something he, too, had experienced, though he’d only felt half of it. The half-blood dragon smirked.


  “His first growth phase, is it?” He cast another amplification spell, causing his voice to carry throughout the area, though his words were intended for Cale. “What a perfect time to kill him, no?”


  If this was a real dragon, he truly did want to kill it. Half-bloods like him with useless blood mixed in their veins always hated the purebloods.


  When the corners of the mage’s lips curled even higher, Lark clutched Raon closer to his chest. The black dragon remained unconscious, his every breath labored.


  “Lark,” said Cale, stepping in front of the young wolf. “From this moment on, you are to look at my back and my back only, no matter what.”


  His eyes were locked on the half-blood dragon, who burst out laughing. “Hee hee hee, how delightful!”


  Cale looked around at his companions. Lark, hiding behind him, was unable to fight. Rosalyn had overused her powers to the point that she was bleeding. Mary and Choi Han were unharmed, but they weren’t as strong as the half-blood dragon. The tigers had suffered injuries of their own, and they had their hands full dealing with the bears. That left only one option.


  Thinking as much, Cale faced the trio approaching him.


  “Lord Cale!” Witira cried. “That’s—”


  “Witira,” Cale cut in, placing a hand on her shoulder, “Whales need water to go berserk, don’t they?”


  “Yes, but…not with the meager amounts magic can produce.”


  As creatures of the sea, whales required water to transform. Most magic wasn’t sufficient to provide the quantity of pure water they needed. There was another way to summon a significant amount of water with magic, of course—but after taking a look around, Witira didn’t seem too optimistic.


  “Miss Rosalyn is weakened right now, and Brek’s mages have a limit to their capabilities.”


  Cale’s mind shifted into gear as he looked at the orbs of light crackling to life around the half-blood dragon. He required someone who could fight on equal footing with this enemy mage. Even with his mixed heritage, the mage had the strength to rival a dragon, and whales were the only creatures who could hold their own against one. It would be difficult for Faseton, the half-blooded whale, but Witira and Archie—the future Whale Queen and the Whale Tribe’s strongest warrior of this generation—were another story. Cale needed them.


  Nevertheless, they wouldn’t be enough on their own. Cale’s gaze drifted toward the devastated cliff wall and the torrent of fire underneath the half-blood dragon. If water conjured by magic wouldn’t be enough…


  “What about a tsunami as wide as that broken cliff and as tall as the wall of fire? Would that be enough for you to transform, if only for a short while?”


  A tsunami the height of those flames? Witira considered the fire that stretched several kilometers. With that much pure water…


  “It’s worth trying,” she said.


  A smile rose to Cale’s face while he looked at the firestorm. If he had someone capable of facing off with the half-blood dragon, he needed a battlefield where they could run wild.


  Slowly, Cale’s fingers closed on the pendant around his neck. It was time to use what lay inside this jewel: the Fire-Suppressing Water. Made of pure water, it was a perfect match for the whales who ruled the seas.


  This was the only way.


  Turning to Witira, Cale announced, “I’ll make a tsunami for you.”


  “A tsunami? Really?” Confusion and anticipation warred on Witira’s face. How could a tsunami form in this place, where there was a draconic inferno? She received no reply from Cale, however, who was already looking elsewhere.


  “Mary!”


  At Cale’s firm call, Mary’s gaze turned toward him from underneath the black robe. Then she then heard his order.


  “Persist!”


  Mary understood, but this time, she didn’t obey right away. She hesitated, first asking Cale a question. “Lord Cale,” she began cautiously, “wouldn’t it be safer if Choi Han came down and stood next to you?”


  This was the first time Mary had ever questioned one of his commands. She beheld Cale, Lark, and Raon, unflinching.


  “You think we’ll get hurt?” Cale asked icily.


  The necromancer couldn’t bring herself to answer. She didn’t want to see any of them come to harm: Not Raon, who showed her the wonders of the night sky and the Dark Forest. Nor the sweet young Lark. Not to mention her endlessly benevolent Lord Cale.


  “That won’t happen,” Cale said lightly. She took in his expression, cold yet confident. “I don’t plan on getting hurt.”


  He meant it. Nobody in this world actually wanted to get hurt—and hadn’t he worked so hard in the first place to avoid pain and suffering? There was a drastic difference between coughing up a little blood before feeling refreshed thanks to the Energy of the Heart and aching all over because someone gave you a thrashing. He had no desire to get knocked around by that lunatic.


  Cale grinned. “Plus, that bastard probably isn’t in peak condition right now. You know this too, Mary.”


  Mary sucked in a breath, assessing the half-blood dragon. She’d observed him through the wyvern skeleton’s eye sockets when they’d encountered him in Karo. During that battle, a thunderbolt had pierced through the half-blood dragon’s body—an attack sent by Raon. The mage had fled afterward, but he must have been wounded nonetheless.


  “Raon’s power isn’t brushed off so easily,” Cale went on. “He told me he definitely left traces.”


  Raon claimed to have left his mark on that half-blood dragon: the injuries he’d inflicted on the mage’s body. The fact that he hadn’t pushed for them to hunt down the mage yet meant that the damage he’d dealt still lingered. Regardless of whether the injury was shallow or deep, the half-blood dragon had yet to fully recover. What mattered most was that the enemy wasn’t at 100 percent.


  “I will persist.” Without further delay, Mary manipulated the wyvern skeleton. The wyvern had paused while flying toward Cale, but now its eye sockets glowed anew. It swiveled its head toward the half-blood dragon.


  Choi Han was the first to react, brandishing his sword. He wasn’t a fool. The Cale Henituse he knew never pushed his allies into self-sacrifice, nor did he make them use their powers for no reason. Choi Han was no match for the half-blood dragon, and Cale knew that.


  “We meet again.” The mage sneered, enjoying himself. “You’re still stupid enough to draw your sword in front of me.”


  Choi Han realized then what he had to do: Hold out. Buy some time. Cale didn’t even have to say it outright. And in that case, Mary would take action right along with him.


  “Let’s go, Mary.”


  As expected, the wyvern surged into motion.


  The half-blood dragon cackled, tickled by the scene he’d encountered upon answering the bear officer’s request. Boosting the number of light orbs spinning around him, he watched the wyvern ascend beside the pillar of fire to reach him, its bony white armor standing out against its black skeleton.


  “Why do you try when you know it’s hopeless?” the mage asked Choi Han, who still stood atop the wyvern. He was genuinely curious.


  The half-blood dragon received his answer in the form of a black aura launching at him. Choi Han’s aura zipped out of his sword, shooting upward like lightning lancing into the sky. Baaang, baaaang, baaang! As if it were a snake scaling the flames, the darkness of his aura climbed the fiery pillar without disappearing. It went up and up, until it crashed into the orbs of light. Baaaaaang!


  Light and darkness intertwined. A moment later, the darkness crumbled and dissipated, dispersing like sand in a windblown desert.


  The half-blood dragon saw the wyvern swiping at him with its claws. “Hmph.”


  Bang! An orb crashed into the wyvern’s feet. A piece of bony armor broke off and disappeared into thin air with a hiss, but the black talons beneath remained unscathed.


  Upon hearing an odd creaking sound, the half-blood dragon turned his head.


  “Ahhh! G-great dragon! M-my wings! Please!”


  The black threads extending from the wyvern were ravaging a nearby bear’s wings. The bear’s body dipped to one side as another two bears grabbed him to keep him aloft.


  As shards of metal and magic stones clattered to the ground, the white bones from the bear’s wings floated over, forming a new piece of armor for the wyvern’s black claw.


  The half-blood dragon laughed, then threw his hand out to the left. Bang! The blast was short but loud enough to make one’s teeth chatter. The aura enveloping Choi Han’s sword winked out in an instant. But when the half-blood dragon met Choi Han’s eyes, he found the swordmaster smirking at him in what seemed like mockery. It was as though Choi Han was scoffing at him.


  “You, a dragon?” Choi Han said. “Aren’t you actually a dragon-human? You are half human, after all.”


  Swoosh. The orbs of light essence surrounding the half-blood dragon vanished, and his eyes took on an eerie glow.


  “I kept you alive because you amused me, but now you’re just talking nonsense.” The mage’s robes began to billow around him. “Do you want to die?” His voice was level, but fury blazed in his eyes.


  Choi Han maintained his twisted smile. As expected, the mage’s half-human heritage was his sore spot. While Choi Han derived no enjoyment from rubbing salt in others’ wounds, that meant nothing if he fell here. He recalled what the half-blood dragon had just asked him: “Why do you try when you know it’s hopeless?”


  Why did Choi Han keep trying? Because there was more than one way to win a battle.


  To survive at the bottom of the Dark Forest’s food chain, Choi Han had to hone his cunning and employ underhanded tactics. Nothing had changed since then, except the simple fact that he wasn’t only protecting himself anymore. If it meant keeping those dear to him safe, Choi Han would use as many cheap tricks as he needed to.


  He addressed the half-blood dragon again, infusing his voice with a touch of ridicule. “Do I want to die? No, I just want to have a conversation—one human to another.”


  “You lousy, worthless human! You dare speak to me this way?!”


  Crackle, crackle. The whipping winds around him raged harder. At the center of the storm, orbs of light circled the half-blood dragon in far greater numbers than before.


  “I’ll turn you into dust.”


  As the orbs launched toward Choi Han, the wyvern’s wings started flapping rapidly.


  “Mary. Now.”


  They had to buy time. Choi Han hunched close to the wyvern’s spine, sending his black aura toward the attacking orbs in a continuous wave. In the Dark Forest, he had spent days on end evading certain death. He grinned at the knowledge that his task was something he excelled at.


  Witira frowned as she watched their confrontation. She could feel the half-blood dragon’s power in his orbs of light. “How did a half-blood make it this far?” she mused. “He’s gone through two growth phases. He’s almost a fully mature dragon.”


  Over her 250 years of life, Witira had learned a bit about half-blood dragons. When she’d first heard about this one, she had assumed something about him was a little off. But contrary to her expectations, this half-blood dragon’s light was completely pure.


  “We need to go, Lady Witira.” Archie was rarely this serious. As the Whale Tribe’s greatest warrior, he could feel the half-blood dragon’s strength as acutely as Witira did.


  Witira gave the killer whale a nod, but she didn’t budge even after he addressed her. Instead, she looked at Cale. “I’ll make a tsunami for you.” This human had claimed he would summon a wave as grand as the giant pillar of fire in front of her. Witira couldn’t believe it at first, but when she witnessed what happened next, she had no choice but to change her mind.


  Rosalyn’s face had gone taut the moment she heard Cale’s declaration. She raised her voice toward the mage brigade, drawing magic stones out of the bag all the while. “Everybody, start casting water spells! Use the largest magic circles possible! Focus on magic that supplies water!”


  At that, Witira knew Rosalyn believed in Cale without reservation.


  Faseton approached, urging her on. “Come on, Sister!”


  “Faseton, wait!” Witira froze, her heart thudding against her rib cage. She closed her eyes and focused on the rhythm. Boom! Boom! Boom! Bit by bit, her heart beat faster.


  With her eyes shut, she saw an image in the depths of her mind. Water—a colossal wall of water. Not even the tiniest strand of a river wound between the cliffs of Death Canyon; in fact, that gorge was filled with a fiery barrier raging up into the heavens. But even so, Witira could feel the power of a giant quantity of water—and it wasn’t just any water.


  The whales had a reason for loving the ocean as they did. The roaring waves and the splashing water were fickle, never revealing their true nature even to the long-lived whales, but there was one thing the sea did convey: It was invincible, reigning supreme over everything. The power to dominate was what linked the whales and the ocean together.


  An idea suddenly occurred to the future Whale Queen: the Fire-Suppressing Water. Once the thought rippled through her mind, Witira opened her eyes and turned her head. The Fire-Suppressing Water pricked at her skin.


  “Whoa! Shit, Lady Witira, this is—”


  Raising her hand to silence Archie, Witira started walking.


  At the same time, Cale also headed toward the cliff’s edge, followed by the tall wolf boy with a bundle cradled in his arms. They were moving to a spot a short distance from the pillar of fire—a section of the canyon that remained intact.


  The blue jewel dangling from Cale’s neck glowed brighter and brighter as he approached his destination. When he stretched out both hands, the stone guardian and the gluttonous priestess piped up in his head.


  “Are you trying to sacrifice yourself?”


  “Looks like I need to eat one more, huh?”


  “Lord Cale!” Rosalyn shouted. “Lord Erhaven isn’t picking up, so I left him a message!”


  Damn it.


  Although he cursed internally, Cale’s teeth flashed in a grin. Rosalyn understood the meaning behind his smile; her answering cry was almost a scream. “All mages, activate your magic circles!”


  Tap. Tap. Tap. A magic stone was placed at the center of the large magic circle.


  Rosalyn’s commands baffled the other mages. Why do we suddenly need to use magic to make a ton of water? Are we trying to put out that huge fire?! Yet despite their curiosity, they obeyed their commander’s orders.


  Rosalyn, commander of the mage brigade, spread her arms wide. Another vein burst inside her eye, tinting her vision red again, but the top-grade magic stones around her made it impossible for her to stop.


  There was a loud, low hum, but it didn’t originate from her spell or any other. It was caused by a natural force—an Ancient Power.


  Cale felt his heart pounding more wildly than ever, but he ignored it. While his vessel was still incomplete, his powers supported one another, with the Energy of the Heart’s regeneration abilities preventing them from clashing. Cale’s chosen method would place him in a bit of danger, but that didn’t mean he would suffer or die. He would simply be walking a tightrope, much like he’d often had to do in his past life. He wasn’t afraid.


  “Lord Cale!” Rosalyn yelled. “It’s ready!”


  All preparations were complete. The moment Rosalyn’s voice echoed across the cliffs, the sound of thrashing waves reached everyone’s ears. As one, the mages channeling their power into the magic circle looked toward the source. The rushing water was almost peaceful—but the scene unfolding before them stole their breath away.


  A mind-boggling torrent of water gushed into the sky, soaring high above the canyon. The surging geyser matched the pillar of fire for stature—nearly eclipsed it, in fact.


  The mages didn’t sense any mana within, so an Ancient Power must have produced it. As soon as that thought occurred to them, their gazes shifted downward, seeking the man who had activated this expanding wall of water: Commander Cale Henituse.


  While they watched Cale, the mages heard Rosalyn again. “Activate the magic circle!”


  The magic stones surrounding her slowly turned blue.


  Rosalyn was aware of the water-aligned Ancient Power’s role in keeping the balance in Cale’s body; they had all learned about it when they went to Erhaven’s lair. She also knew that this water could be depleted, having heard as much when Cale extinguished the fire in the jungle.


  Fresh blood dribbled from her lips, but she couldn’t back down now. Not when she understood Cale’s goal so clearly.


  Rain of Rosalyn’s creation soon fell from above the towering wave, concentrated in this sole location. The downpour dampened Cale’s clothes. He coughed, black blood seeping from his mouth.


  “I guess I don’t need to eat it yet,” the gluttonous priestess lamented.


  Cale didn’t use all of the Fire-Suppressing Water; he preserved a small portion of the third that remained in the necklace. I can’t go getting myself killed. The wall of water was as tall as the flames but not as wide—this was Cale’s current limit.


  Once the magic circles activated, the downpour grew stronger. The half-blood dragon was hovering over the fire, and Cale had summoned the liquid wall right next to it. The water slowly devoured the flames, turning them into a hissing mist. No matter how much rain fell, when the water finished devouring every last ember, it would vanish.


  It was a fight against the clock, and Cale had no intention of wasting time. He opened his mouth to speak. “Get up there.”


  Flick! While a lengthy water whip slithered up the tsunami, Witira rushed past Cale and dashed up the water along with it. “I won’t squander this opportunity!”


  Cale raised his head to see her and Archie scaling the wall with ease. The two whale beastfolk calmed their rioting hearts as they climbed the watery facade. Slowly, the Fire-Suppressing Water enveloped their bodies. This was Cale’s first time seeing the Whale Tribe’s berserk transformation.


  Witira’s and Archie’s builds didn’t change, but their hands and feet became translucent. As a wave surged up to cover their limbs, the water around them glowed like rays of sunlight reflected in the sea. The Fire-Suppressing Water soon embraced the whales’ bodies.


  When the two whales reached the crest of the wall, looking as if they were dressed in crystalline armor, they saw another figure there.


  “Ha! I’ve never seen berserk whales before.” The pale, blond half-blood dragon floating above the dark-blue inferno observed the whales standing at his level.


  The whales didn’t answer him. Rosalyn’s desperation was proof enough that this water Cale was using came at a cost; they felt certain it had even graver repercussions than the silver shield.


  Then the pair of whales saw something fast approaching: a crow flying to their side. “Caw, caw!”


  Accompanied by a harmony of rainfall and water vapor, white fog slowly blanketed Death Canyon.


  “Are you sacrificing yourself now?”


  This goddamn world, Cale thought. The voice in his head had made him shut his eyes, but he soon opened them again to oversee the battlefield. His lips formed a single word: “Fight.”


  Upon hearing his order through the crow, the two violent whales in liquid armor made their move, slicing through the air as if swimming in the sea.


  Boom! The battle between the whales and the half-blood dragon started with a mighty crash.


  Meanwhile, Lark fixed his eyes elsewhere. Cale’s back seemed even smaller after getting drenched by the rain. Lark unwittingly squeezed Raon a little tighter.


  The person to whom that back belonged devoted his full attention to the battlefield after relaying his order. Though Cale’s gaze remained calm and collected, the others couldn’t see the look in his eyes; all they saw was the rain drenching him as he held his arms open to maintain the tsunami.


  “L-Lord Cale, are you okay?”


  When Cale heard Lark’s voice from behind him, he responded honestly, “Yes. It’s better than I expected.”


  Truly, it wasn’t as strenuous as he’d feared. Since the Fire-Suppressing Water wasn’t something he’d internalized, it was in some respects his most undeveloped Ancient Power. He was feeling fine even though he’d expended most of what he had left.


  And I’m not using the shield, so there’s no reason for me to be in any pain. He was more than okay—in fact, Cale’s condition was actually improving compared to when he’d deployed the shield earlier.


  Nevertheless, Lark’s expression crumpled. “Better than he expected”? How much was he expecting to suffer when he used this power?


  As for Rosalyn, casting her spell had rendered her so weak, she couldn’t take another step. Her feet turned to lead, forcing her to stop in her tracks. He knows this is going to wreck the balance in his body, and he still says he’s fine? How can he lie like that?


  Rosalyn sank her teeth into her lip, but then she heard Cale say to Lark, “Just focus on your mission. Don’t think about anything else.”


  His stern voice gave Rosalyn the push she needed to continue walking in the opposite direction. She took a potion out of her pocket and gulped it down; it helped soothe the turmoil inside her body. Her usual confidence returned to her face. She still had a job to do.


  When Cale sensed Lark calming down, he looked up. He could hear the sizzle of water vaporizing. It has to stay up for a while.


  Cale sketched an image in his mind. The stationary wave needed to last as long as possible, but that was no simple feat. Cale had created his tsunami next to a pillar of pure flame; the two elements were made to clash. And the laws of nature dictated that, unlike fire, water descended from top to bottom. He would do his utmost to maintain its towering form for as long as he could manage, but it would eventually evaporate or collapse.


  There were others present who knew this fact as well as Cale did. Cale kept his eyes trained skyward, thinking about the person who would understand the situation better than anyone else.


  Baaaaaang! As if in response to Cale’s scrutiny, a thunderous explosion cracked through the air. An orb of light essence had blasted into smithereens at the impact of someone’s fist—and now that solid fist sparkled in the water as it swung past the pulverized orb.


  “Why, you…!” The half-blood dragon effortlessly cast a shield, which the fist slammed into with a bang. At the same time, the assailant smashed his forehead into the shield.


  Baaaaang! A crack fractured across the barrier’s surface.


  Archie cackled, his canines glinting as he made eye contact with the half-blood dragon. His forehead, protected with a helmet of water, bashed the shield repeatedly. Bang, bang, bang!


  The half-blood dragon couldn’t hide his shock. “You maniac!” He was in the air above the wall of fire, but this crazed whale had traipsed right across the flames to reach him. Seeing the wild look on Archie’s face, he summoned another shield and fired off a small thunderbolt. “You’re no better than an animal,” he spat.


  Archie chuckled at the mage’s assessment. “Way to state the obvious. Whale beastfolk are part animal too, you half-dragon dumbass.”


  Half-dragon dumbass?! When the half-blood dragon heard that insult, his eyes darkened. “I was going to go easy on you—”


  “Why the hell would you do something like that? You’re a funny half-blood bastard, aren’t you?”


  Crack! The half-blood dragon’s eyes boggled with rage and astonishment as he watched Archie burst through the shield with clenched teeth.


  Adopting his typical jackass smile, Archie taunted him, “What’s the problem, coward? You scared?”


  The half-blood dragon’s fury boiled over. “You impudent little—”


  “Impudent?” Archie couldn’t have wiped the sneer from his face if he tried. “You dare say such a thing in front of the future Whale Queen?”


  “What?”


  Archie kicked off the surface under his feet. There was a reason he could stand above the fire: Small steps shaped from water supported his weight. Someone was creating those footholds for him as he proceeded forward.


  The way Archie saw it, it was only natural that the humpbacks always wound up ruling the Whale Tribe. Humpbacks didn’t change much physically when they went berserk—they neither grew in size nor developed sharper teeth. Instead, water surrounded their bodies like a suit of armor. The Whale King and those with the chops to inherit his crown were simply at a different level; they lived the longest among the whales, and they had a natural instinct to reign over the ocean.


  “Move.”


  Chuckling at that command, Archie sprang into the air. As he flipped out of the way, he turned his gaze on Witira. “Wow, looks like our queen-to-be is even more pissed off than I am!” It tickled him to the point that he couldn’t stop laughing.


  The half-blood dragon’s face hardened. “Puny, impertinent creatures…”


  A small wave crested under Witira as she moved, gobbling up the wall of fire. The tsunami obediently created a path for her. “Did you just call me a ‘creature’? Who do you think you are?” Witira held her whip horizontally, a stoic expression on her face.


  Fwick! The whip lashed out at the half-blood dragon in a flash, as if it were a thunderbolt or spear primed to crack him in two.


  What the…?! The mage rushed to cast a spell with both hands. He could feel the pure essence of water coming from that whip. The domineering authority of a ruler sent a prickle of ice crawling down his neck. Are berserk whales always like this?


  Her whip pierced through the air where the half-blood dragon’s head had been, bisecting a portion of the fiery wall with a deafening boom. The line of dark-blue flame was practically split in half.


  “Just how strong is she?”


  “I can’t believe she did that to the wall!”


  The stunned onlookers gasped from below, but Witira calmly looked on as if nothing had happened. She paced toward the magical rainfall, the cawing crows supporting her every step. As she advanced, a cape materialized over her shoulders—a mantle formed by the Fire-Suppressing Water. She was connected to the water; as long as that held true, nothing else mattered.


  Her twin whips flashed through the sky once more.


  Boom, booooom! The half-blood dragon’s thunderbolts intercepted her attack. Baaaaang! Bang!


  Over and over, the thunderbolt clashed with the whips. The half-blood dragon and Witira only had eyes for each other; no one else dared to approach them. The Flame Dwarves and bears had retreated the moment the half-blood dragon appeared, and Archie was waiting in the wings with his arms crossed, seeking the right moment to join in. Unable to break through the barrage of thunderbolts, Choi Han roamed the area; he seemed to be rather out of sorts.


  Witira stood on the “ground” made of hundreds of black crows, examining the half-blood dragon as he created one thunderbolt after another. Her sharp eyes didn’t miss even the smallest detail of her opponent’s movements. “Not doing so great, are you?” she noted. “You’re hurt.”


  While the half-blood dragon said nothing in response, his expression took on a frigid edge. The future Whale Queen was right; he was still injured. His dry finger brushed against his stomach. It had happened during the campaign in Karo. He still carried the wound from the thunderbolt that had pierced through his abdomen.


  Initially, he assumed Cale Henituse was a half-blood dragon like him. For that reason, he neglected to report the injury to his boss, that damn White Star—or whatever that bastard wanted to be called. A wound like this would’ve been healed in a heartbeat if only he’d notified that scumbag, but he decided against it. If there was another of his kind out there, he wanted them to stay alive and seek him out so they could meet again and again.


  But he’d been mistaken. I let a damn dragon live! The one he really saved—the one he sheltered and protected—was a blasted baby dragon: a pipsqueak who hadn’t even experienced his first growth phase.


  Outrage flashed in the half-blood dragon’s eyes. The depths of his hatred knew no bounds. “Yes,” he said, “I’m not at my best right now.”


  The half-blood dragon honestly acknowledging his weakness gave Witira pause. Seeing him so composed made her shiver. The immobile wave would soon vanish; she needed to pin her foe down until then. Witira quickened her steps, shouting, “Archie!”


  Archie answered her call, rushing onto the liquid wall and toward the half-blood dragon. His feet trod upon the water cape that connected to Witira’s position.


  Just as Witira was about to flick her whip, she saw the half-blood dragon’s lips quirk into a smile.


  “Dragons are in a class of their own,” he said.


  Archie caught a glimpse of someone flying past him. “Choi Han!”


  Choi Han’s wyvern sped toward the half-blood dragon. As Witira watched it happen, she heard the half-blood dragon speak. “Water cannot win against lightning,” he declared, smirking. It was a simple matter of elemental affinity; lightning thrived on wet battlefields.


  “Well, yeah,” Witira replied, unfazed. “Everybody knows that.”


  There wasn’t a single person here—not Witira, Archie, the charging Choi Han, or even Cale Henituse—who wasn’t aware of that fact. It was common knowledge. That was why Cale had asked Witira to fight but not to win.


  Still, Witira hadn’t given up on victory just yet. “Hey, Choi Han!”


  Had their arena been made of ordinary water, she wouldn’t have pushed her luck. But this was the Fire-Suppressing Water. For this Ancient Power, even subjugating lightning might be within the realm of possibility. Plus, they had something on their side that could overpower light. Though imperfect, it was the most violent affinity of all.


  Why did living things fear the darkness? Because it was merciless.


  When Choi Han got close, Witira addressed him in a hushed voice only he could hear. “Archie will create a path. I’ll protect you.” She locked eyes with him. “We’ll only have one shot at this, so make it count.”


  Choi Han’s darkness might have been incomplete, but his wasn’t the only imperfect power in this fight. Their wounded enemy wasn’t in pristine condition either. Perfection and flaws weren’t visible in the dark; the shadows swallowed everything without discrimination.


  Witira didn’t wait to hear Choi Han’s response. Instead, she reached out to Archie, who used her shoulder as a springboard to launch himself forward.


  Wssshhh!


  One of the whips acted as Archie’s feet.


  “Hee hee hee! You think you can win if you attack as a group?” The half-blood dragon couldn’t conceal his twisted glee as he began casting spells.


  A volley of shining orbs winked to life and whizzed toward Archie, pummeling his aqueous armor with a series of clangs. A surge of electricity sizzled through the water.


  Archie winced—this was no joke. And yet… “He really didn’t use his full strength.”


  The whales had heard about the half-blood dragon’s capabilities from Cale, but the power he’d demonstrated up to this point was nothing like Cale had described. Archie thought that was strange; it seemed the half-blood mage had been hiding his real strength.


  That was none of Archie’s concern, however. His role was simply to forge a path.


  “Aaaahhh!” Bellowing at the top of his lungs, Archie spread his arms wide and rushed headlong at the half-blood dragon. He didn’t stop even when another volley of orbs pelted his body.


  For Archie, bowing to someone was more shameful than any physical pain. Such was the unique nature of the killer whale beastfolk: They would never lower their heads unless someone won their genuine respect. While they might deign to offer an insincere bow or two on occasion, if a killer whale didn’t truly acknowledge someone, they’d only end up picking a fight.


  They bowed their heads to the humpback whales alone. Only these beastfolk were recognized by the killer whales as bearing the bloodline of the kings.


  Baaaaang! Bang! Bang!


  “Looks like you want to fry to death!” The half-blood dragon laughed as he fired a massive arrow of light in Archie’s direction. The arrow spiraled in the air, as if ready to pierce right through Archie’s body, but even the projectile bearing down on him didn’t daunt the killer whale. Instead, he grinned.


  He’s smiling?


  As the half-blood dragon puzzled over this reaction, Archie lowered his head and bowed deeply—a gesture meant for someone he could submit to without shame.


  With a word of thanks, Witira stepped on his back in order to advance. Archie had become a stepping stone for his future queen.


  Witira vaulted off of Archie’s back, gripping a water whip. The weapon resembled the mage’s arrow, except that it looked more like a long spear or a devastatingly sharp blade. Then Witira hurled that spear forward.


  “You think you can beat me with a basic water spear?” the half-blood dragon scoffed as the two projectiles rocketed toward each other.


  Flaring even brighter, the arrow crashed into the spear. An enormous explosion of light erupted in the air.


  The half-blood dragon grinned. He could feel the light arrow overwhelming the water spear. Soon, electricity would consume the water.


  But then…


  Wshhhh.


  The water roiled—not the whips but the cape of Fire-Suppressing Water around Witira’s shoulders. Witira tore off the cape, a formidable barrier in its own right, and threw it at the half-blood dragon. Her free hand clenched around the water spear.


  “Now what are you scheming?!”


  Buzzing, the electricity in the arrow of light surged through her limbs. Her water armor evaporated in an instant, and her palm sizzled. Witira already sported a patchwork of injuries on her body from the many battles she’d experienced, including the X-shaped scar on her back. For her, these wounds were a source of pride—proof that she was able to save her friends and keep the peace. This pride carried her through her life.


  Witira hefted the crackling water spear and heaved it forward. The spear flew toward the half-blood dragon with pinpoint accuracy.


  Wrapped up in the watery cape, the half-blood dragon could feel his own power coming back at him. His hands radiated light as he tore open a gap in the Fire-Suppressing Water—only to find the light-infused water spear right before his eyes.


  Laughing, he thrust out both hands.


  As the spiraling spear met his fingers, a loud explosion rang out. A resounding thunderclap worlds apart from all other sounds that came before it filled Death Canyon.


  “Hee hee hee hee hee hee!” The half-blood dragon grinned as he snagged the water spear, stopping it right in front of his stomach. His palms burned; he hadn’t felt pain like this for a long time. Yet even so, the spear couldn’t pierce straight through his abdomen like the miniature thunderbolt that had caused him the most excruciating pain in recent memory.


  His eyes focused on Witira. Neither water nor fire lingered in his sight; there were only the two whales, standing on the crows’ backs while barely maintaining their berserk forms. This was the inevitable outcome. It was impossible to defeat beings in a class of their own.


  “Hee hee hee! In the end, this is how it is. You can’t surpass a class diff—” The half-blood dragon stopped mid-sentence, face falling. Witira and Archie smirked.


  Behind me! That water is still covering my back, and behind that is…! The half-blood dragon spun around, one hand dropping to the injury at his stomach.


  Darkness was stealthy, hence death often being associated with the dark. It came on just as quietly, sneaking up behind its victim when they least expected it. And now, that shifty darkness appeared behind the half-blood dragon, swiftly and silently puncturing his weak point.


  “Ugh!” The half-blood mage jerked his head down to see that the hand near his wound had been brutally seized in Choi Han’s grip. A black aura, charred by the light, coated Choi Han’s hand. Even as his skin blistered, he didn’t let go.


  Meanwhile, Choi Han’s other hand had formed a dagger out of the black aura and stabbed through the mage’s wound, impaling him not from the front but from behind. The swordmaster’s shadowy aura lanced straight from the mage’s back to his belly, tearing into the same spot that Raon’s small thunderbolt had perforated.


  “Y-you goddamn human scum! Augh!” The half-blood dragon met Choi Han’s emotionless stare. Despite the light burning his hand, Choi Han’s expression didn’t falter as his savage darkness hacked at the half-blood dragon’s already damaged insides.


  “Ugh, y-you puny pest!”


  A massive light arrow materialized in the air and fired at Choi Han.


  Baaaaang! The projectile didn’t touch him, however; instead, a collection of white bones disintegrated without a sound. Mary’s black wyvern had sacrificed its skeletal armor to prevent the light from reaching him.


  Choi Han had abandoned the wyvern and latched on to the half-blood dragon to attack him with the black aura. The mage twisted his body, attempting to shake Choi Han off, but the swordmaster didn’t fall.


  Crackle, crackle!


  “You…!” the half-blood dragon spat. He activated the light essence throughout his body until a glow consumed his entire form.


  Choi Han didn’t heed anything the mage was saying, instead sending even more darkness into the half-blood dragon’s body to expand the wound.


  Veins popped in the half-blood dragon’s eyes, dyeing them red. He clenched his teeth against the feeling of the antithetical power rampaging inside him. Though the power was incomplete, his own body was incomplete as well, allowing the imperfect darkness to run wild.


  “Aaaaaahhh!”


  Choi Han grunted as he was flung away from the screaming half-blood dragon. The bone wyvern rushed over to save him, and he rolled across the wyvern’s back, landing with a grin. He’d done it. This battle wasn’t over yet, but it had bought them more time against the half-blood dragon. He clutched the wyvern’s backbone with his charred hands and slowly climbed to his feet.


  The half-blood dragon panted as he clutched his stomach, which had been stained black by Choi Han’s aura. The swordmaster had infused the injury Raon inflicted with darkness that wouldn’t disappear, no matter how much light essence the mage surrounded it with. That darkness lashed out violently even within the light, cutting away at the half-blood dragon’s incomplete body.


  Now Choi Han’s companions just had to work together to take that imperfect enemy down. He knew for certain that they could succeed.


  “You think this is funny?”


  Choi Han flinched. The half-blood dragon’s bloodshot eyes held him within their gaze.


  “You dare… A mere human dares… An immature existence dares to laugh while looking at me? Me?!”


  Crackle, crackle. The light surrounding the half-blood dragon’s body undulated wildly, like churning waves during a storm. Blood dripped from the corner of his mouth.


  Panting from the agony, the half-blood dragon touched his abdomen. To think a damn human and a stupid dragon that hadn’t even completed its first growth phase had done this to him… The two life-forms he hated the most had made him this way.


  The half-blood dragon didn’t fit in with either side of his lineage. For as long as he could remember, he’d been a monster with no place to belong. The deep grudge hidden beneath his fury began to seep through. He couldn’t forgive the pair who had injured him. Not that black-haired human or the young dragon. Never.


  “You vermin would harm me?!”


  Crackle, crackle. The half-blood dragon’s white-gold hair stood on end as light enveloped his body.


  Fists clenching, Choi Han felt deeply unsettled about this. Though the half-blood dragon looked weaker than ever, Choi Han’s instincts warned him that he shouldn’t attack the mage right now.


  Just then, the crows dove toward the ground on Gashan’s orders, carrying the tigers and whales on their backs. Choi Han could see the surprise on the beastfolk’s faces.


  Then one of the crows flew toward Choi Han, opening its beak to speak. “To the ground! Choi Han, get down here!”


  Choi Han knew without a doubt that this order came from Cale. The wyvern swooped into an urgent descent, shooting through the air like an arrow.


  Boom! Boom! Boom! His heart battered his rib cage. He knew this feeling: It was a sense of danger.


  He craned his neck to look behind him. Both the looming wave of water and the wall of fire had vanished from Death Canyon, but the Indomitable Alliance didn’t use the rubble to cross—they couldn’t. The half-blood dragon hovered high above the gorge, visible veins standing out on his face and hands.


  As soon as the wyvern touched down with a boom, Cale’s voice greeted Choi Han. “He’s going berserk.”


  Berserk? Choi Han looked at Cale in confusion. “Dragons can go berserk?”


  Cale didn’t respond; he simply gazed up at the sky. He had asked everyone—including the crows, tigers, and whales—to come back down to the earth.


  Cale’s own heartbeat thundered madly. Boom! Boom! Boom! For the first time in ages, another entity spoke up in his mind.


  “A dragon’s blood is running rampant.”


  It was an elderly voice—the owner of the Dominating Aura. This was the person who had told Cale about the dragon slayer’s strength and how it involved the white crown. The ancient’s voice had Cale’s heart hammering even harder, while his thoughts twisted into such a convoluted tangle that it felt as if his head would explode.


  A dragon’s blood running rampant could only mean it was going berserk.


  In Volume One of the novel, when Choi Han met Raon, Choi Han slew the berserk young dragon to grant him a peaceful escape from his pain. The novel had said that the dragon was strong enough to flatten an entire mountain, along with the village around it.


  That fledgling dragon had been a four-year-old who hadn’t learned anything, let alone experienced a growth phase. But the half-blood dragon in front of them right now was an individual of devastating power, incomparable to the Raon of that time.


  “Bwa ha ha ha! You’re all dead! I’ll make sure to kill the three of you if it’s the last thing I do!”


  The veins on the half-blood dragon’s face popped out as his appearance grew more gruesome. As he transformed, the black aura in his stomach expanded and hurt him even further, but he didn’t seem to care. His gaze found Cale, slid to Choi Han, and finally locked on to the being concealed within a tightly bundled blanket.


  His dearest wish was to slaughter a dragon. He had assumed he would never fulfill that dream, but now a golden opportunity had fallen into his hands. A cocktail of rage and excitement filled his body.


  The orbs of light around him couldn’t withstand his power; they crashed into each other and detonated. Bang! Bang!


  Then the half-blood dragon raised his hands, reaching high into the sky. Numerous light arrows manifested in the air—the same arrows he had fired in his attempt to destroy Karo’s Castle Leona. This time, the spell was on a completely different scale: Hundreds of shining arrows dotted the heavens.


  “O-oh my…”


  As a mage herself, Rosalyn struggled for breath in the face of the half-blood dragon’s power. Her limbs trembled. A dragon going berserk? The very idea filled her with terror. Yet as a commander, she needed to maintain her composure. She bit her lip.


  Archie and Faseton looked to Witira, who couldn’t tear her eyes away from the half-blood dragon’s transformation. With no seawater to empower them, what could they do now?


  Escape. And in order to do that…


  “We need time.”


  The light arrows were poised to strike at any moment. Witira needed to block them to buy a few precious moments for the others to get away. That was her duty as the ruler of the ocean.


  Heavy footfalls prompted Witira to turn her head. The black wyvern had deposited Choi Han on the ground and returned to the sky. Witira then looked to Mary, who also appeared ready to defend their allies.


  “Persist.”


  “Activate all teleportation circles! Mages, cast shields! Anyone! Everyone!” Rosalyn’s orders, amplified by magic, carried throughout Death Canyon. “Run!”


  As that command left Rosalyn’s lips, she prepared to cast a giant magic shield.


  Witira huffed a laugh, then heaved a regretful sigh. Everyone in Cale’s party knew who could stand up to that berserk half-blood dragon: Raon. Even if the young dragon couldn’t attack the half-blood mage, he could at least create a shield and protect their army alongside Cale, just as he had done at Castle Leona.


  They couldn’t ask Cale to block the mage’s assault on his own.


  “Lord Cale.” Lark tugged on Cale’s sleeve. “Rosalyn, Mary, and Choi Han are here—let’s all fend him off together. That should work.”


  Raon’s heavy breathing, even more strenuous than before, rasped in Lark’s ears. When Cale didn’t move, Lark pulled on his sleeve again. He feared Cale might be planning to do something reckless again; the young noble was always full of bad ideas.


  Then, as Lark stared at the back of this person who was shorter than him, Cale spoke in his usual unbothered tone. “You remember your mission, right, Lark?”


  “Yes, sir. I remember.” Lark’s duty was to carry Raon while standing behind Cale.


  “Probably,” Cale said.


  What does he mean by “probably”? Lark thought, puzzled.


  The sky rumbled, and Cale looked up. It sounded like a huge storm was approaching, but there wasn’t a single black cloud overhead. If anything, it was too bright—to the point that it looked as if the world was ending. Legions of thunderbolts crashed against each other, sending a mighty roar across the heavens.


  “Ha ha ha! This ends now! You won’t be leaving here alive, you irrelevant pests!”


  The half-blood dragon stood at the center, hands held high. As he began lowering them, he could see both allies and enemies running away. Some fools scurried off at top speed, while others produced shields and readied their powers to defend against his attack.


  Something else caught his eye as well: an entity on a separate plane of existence from these simpletons. The greatest being in this world.


  A dragon.


  Glaring at the dragon swaddled in a blanket, the half-blood mage bared his teeth. He would slaughter this whelp. Then the dragon, too, would become imperfect—a monster, like himself. Or would it? If the creature passed away before becoming an abomination, perhaps it would experience a beautiful death.


  The half-blood dragon laughed darkly at the thought. Every aspect of the dragon’s existence would remain superior to his own, even in death. He was the most wretched being in the world.


  “Bwa ha ha ha ha ha! You’re all going to die!”


  When his hands fell at last, hundreds of thunderbolts cascaded toward the ground below.


  “Lord Cale!” Lark cried.


  A broad shield materialized to block the blinding volley; Rosalyn had cast it. The black bone wyvern stood ahead of it, wings stretched wide to create an additional barrier.


  Through the chaos, Lark’s eyes never left Cale.


  Cale scanned his surroundings. While the soldiers and knights beat a hasty retreat, Cale’s party held their ground, with Choi Han positioned directly in front of him. And although Cale couldn’t see them, he sensed Lark and Raon at his back.


  “Probably.” When Cale had uttered that word, he was responding to a question he’d heard in his mind. Now that question repeated once again:


  “Are you trying to sacrifice yourself?”


  Cale extended his hand.


  When the wyvern was hit, it blasted into pieces with a loud bang, bone fragments crumbling into dust. An instant later, Rosalyn’s shield shattered as well. Boom, boom! With such a large area to defend, she had only been able to produce a single layer of protection. The thunderbolts would strike the people on the ground any second now.


  Right then, a silver shield flared to life and extended its shimmering wings, ready to protect the cliffside.


  “Ah ha ha ha! Now I see. That power is actually worthless! You were just hiding your weakness with the dragon’s help! Do you really think a shield like that—a human power—can fend off my attack?”


  The half-blood dragon jeered at the state of Cale’s shield without the dragon’s support. Compared to a great and mighty dragon, this Ancient Power was utterly inadequate.


  His amplified voice echoed throughout Death Canyon. “I’ll pulverize you—that shield of yours and the source of your powers!”


  He had to be alluding to Raon. Cale gnawed on his lower lip as the thunderbolts rained down relentlessly.


  Boom, boom! Bang! Bang!


  Screams filled the air. The thunderbolts were killing the half-blood dragon’s allies.


  “Should I eat something again?” the gluttonous priestess asked. Even though the Unbreakable Shield had been fortified, Cale couldn’t handle much more of this; the shield was close to breaking. But even if he could have maintained the shield in perpetuity, Cale knew this would never end. What could fend off this swarm of thunderbolts? Was there anything that could combat it?


  Yes, there was. It was a unique power, one that would allow Cale to contend with that thunderbolt barrage on his own.


  “Damn it.”


  He thought back to what he’d witnessed in the cavern beneath the stone guardian’s villa, calling to mind the stone spears that had wiped out all of the monsters in the passage leading to the Eastern Continent. What if those stone spears clashed against these thunderbolts? Wouldn’t the bolts explode in midair?


  No one else—not Choi Han, Mary, or even the whales—could compete against the half-blood mage’s light. Rosalyn and the tigers had expended too much energy in defeating the bears; Cale couldn’t let them risk their lives trying to fight.


  The tall yet childish wolf boy yanked on his sleeve. “Lord Cale, you—”


  “You’re bleeding!” Choi Han cut in. “Stop! Please, stop and run away!”


  Raon’s breathing sounded even worse. How far could they run while carrying an unconscious dragon? Could they hold out until Erhaven arrived? That half-blood bastard’s light attribute made him adept in high-speed movements. Was escaping him even possible?


  Cale mused on the Energy of the Heart. Though it had been devoured by the shield, it still existed within him. Thanks to that Ancient Power, Cale wouldn’t die easily. Even if he had to endure some pain, he’d quickly recover.


  “Choi Han.”


  “Yes, Mr. Cale?!”


  “Step behind me.”


  “What?”


  Cale strode past the unmoving Choi Han, and Lark trailed after him with Raon in his arms. He raised his head and fixed his eyes on the half-blood dragon floating beyond the dissipating silver shield. “You son of a bitch.”


  Swearing made him feel at least a little better.


  “Are you trying to sacrifice yourself?” the voice in his mind asked again.


  Cale had no intention of sacrificing everything. Cale Henituse—no, Kim Roksu understood an important fact: The reason people earned money, gained power, and struggled through their busy lives to carve out their own place in the world was so that they would never have to sacrifice anything else. Not themselves, nor the people dear to them.


  And yet, there was something else he understood.


  “We have to go,” Lark said amid Raon’s huffing breaths.


  I am the adult here. I’m the guardian of these two kids. I chose to take them in, so I must accept full responsibility.


  He needed the Scary Stone’s power.


  “Are you trying to sacrifice yourself?”


  At long last, Cale responded to its refrain. “Yes.”


  His voice echoed in the canyon.


  It was his first time answering the stone guardian’s question. Cale was prepared to fight with his body on the line, even if he suffered in the process—but the guardian’s response made him freeze.


  “I will protect you.”


  What?


  A rumbling sensation coursed through his body.


  “It is my duty to defend.”


  The owner of the Scary Stone, an ancient who had wasted away alone in the underground villa, had one regret. He had once devoted his life to protecting a great many people. By seeking out those in need of help, he had saved multitudes. Yet there were certain others who slipped through his fingers.


  “My friends always risked their lives fighting on the front lines. I was unable to protect them.”


  He had failed to keep his friends safe. All of them had sacrificed their lives and departed from this world, leaving him behind.


  “Now I wish to protect those who seek to sacrifice themselves.” The imposing voice in Cale’s mind spoke more firmly than ever, as steadfast as a boulder. “That is my only remaining desire.”


  The ground trembled beneath Cale’s feet.


  The owner of the Scary Stone had dedicated his entire life to protection. His power stemmed from the planet’s rocky foundations: the earth itself. This entity offered up its own body as a place for all life-forms to make their home.


  “To protect you, I will destroy. I will stand in front of you and defend you.”


  Beneath his feet, the earth lurched into motion.




  Chapter 52:
To Defend


   


  LIGHTNING. Rain. Wind. Many natural elements strove to devastate the earth, but all failed to do so. Whether it turned to dust or to mud, the earth remained strong enough to support everything on its surface.


  Now, that earth was moving. It was different from an earthquake, but everyone felt the tremors.


  As the person standing closest to Cale, Lark experienced it first. The young wolf could feel faint vibrations under his feet, though they were nothing like the shock waves of a lightning strike. A subtle noise emitted from the ground.


  Lark’s gaze reached the epicenter of those quakes: the spot where Cale Henituse was standing. Then the wolf’s bloodshot eyes widened.


  Cale cried out, staggering in place. His leg shook where it braced against the wavering ground.


  “L-Lord Cale!” Horrified, Lark threw out a hand, but Cale’s body pitched forward and out of reach. When his fingers closed around empty air, Lark made another grab for Cale’s shoulder.


  Baaaaang!


  Suddenly, the din of thunderbolts hammering the shield—a pounding that should have come from the sky—sounded extremely close. Shivers coursed through Lark’s body as he sought out the source.


  “Ahhh! H-hurry!”


  “Th-the shield broke!”


  It broke? Lark thought. He remembered a popular saying Vice-Captain Hilsmann had once told him about over a call: “The shield won’t break.”


  During the winter at Death Canyon, the unceasing winds howling through the gorge made it sound like someone was weeping all through the night. Alone in that desolate place, Lark had called Hilsmann every so often to report in and hear about the victories Cale and the others had achieved. His heart beat faster with every tale.


  Among those anecdotes, the stories Lark found most memorable were the ones about Cale’s Ancient Power—the Unbreakable Shield. Each time Lark heard about the shield that wouldn’t buckle, his blood boiled.


  But now that shield had broken?


  Baaaaaang!


  A thunderbolt slammed the ground. Screams and shrieks filled the battlefield as the people running for the teleportation circle quickened their steps.


  Lark turned his eyes skyward, tracing the thunderbolt’s trajectory. A portion of the silver shield had fallen away.


  Baaaaang! Bang! Bang!


  Hundreds of thunderbolts still battered the shield. Lark saw cracks splintering across its silvery surface. Soon enough, it would shatter completely.


  That certainty consumed Lark’s mind.


  Hearing an impact directly overhead, Lark glanced up. The silver shield was fracturing there as well—and the cracks were getting bigger.


  “Mage brigade, activate your shields!”


  “Archie, Faseton, help people escape!”


  As Rosalyn and Witira urgently shouted their commands, the shaking of the ground intensified. Lark’s heart galloped in his chest.


  Crack!


  Right above his head, the shield crumbled. A beam of brilliant light shot through.


  Lark’s pulse thrummed like mad. If that thunderbolt landed on him, then…


  No, his job right now was to watch Cale’s back and hold tight to Raon. But is that really all I need to do?


  Even as thunderbolts continued to fall around Lark, Cale, and Raon, the young wolf’s heartbeat synced into a new rhythm, distinct from the cadence of fear and despair that had propelled it until this point. He let his heart guide him, operating on instinct.


  But another man’s instincts drove him to move even faster than Lark. Choi Han boosted off Lark’s shoulder, springing into the air.


  “Choi Han!” Lark shouted.


  Wielding a sword covered in his black aura, Choi Han slammed into a thunderbolt. Yet the projectiles were made up of light essence, so his incomplete darkness vaporized on impact.


  The force of his aura breaking sent Choi Han flying. “Ugh!”


  I didn’t know it would be so strong! The berserk half-blood dragon’s power far exceeded that of Choi Han’s darkness. He couldn’t destroy the thunderbolt. But as he was flung away, he successfully changed the strike’s direction.


  The thunderbolt struck empty ground. Baaaaang!


  A wave of relief washed over Choi Han, but he didn’t have time to stand there and watch. The shield was shattering in multiple places, with thunderbolts punching through. Meanwhile, Cale was doubled over, unable to get up.


  He must be in a lot of pain. Cale would absorb the damage of every crack in the shield.


  Choi Han tightened his grip on his sword. As he got himself moving, another thunderbolt made it through the shield, lancing toward Cale, Lark, and Raon. Choi Han swung his aura toward it. Even if he couldn’t eliminate it, he needed to at least deflect the attack.


  With another loud bang, the black aura collapsed. Just like before, Choi Han’s body launched to the side as the thunderbolt changed course.


  Then he heard it.


  “How long do you think you can block them?” the half-blood dragon taunted, laughing.


  Choi Han gasped as a thunderbolt zoomed past him, close enough for him to feel its heat. He had to redirect that strike! He twisted in midair, summoning his black aura—and spotted his young beastfolk companion, frozen stiff at the sight of the thunderbolt.


  “Lark!” Choi Han cried, veins bulging on his face. “Run!”


  Then his eyes widened.


  Lark didn’t run away, but it wasn’t because he’d seized up upon seeing the thunderbolt; rather, he was too busy watching Choi Han to move. Witnessing his friend, who was like a brother to him, fearlessly fighting against the thunderbolts made his heart pound. Bit by bit, Choi Han’s sword chipped away at the shroud of terror and helplessness holding Lark’s soul captive.


  Boom! Boom! Boom!


  Lark’s heart throbbed furiously, pumping the blood of a wolf through his veins. His animal instincts had come knocking. Finally, as he faced the cackling half-blood dragon and the thunderbolt heading their way…


  Boom!


  His wolf heart tore through the chains of fear and despair. At the same time, Lark’s human side thought, My job is…


  Instead of fixating on Cale’s orders, the youth reminded himself of what he truly needed to do. His will, which had lain dormant deep within his mind, told him the answer.


  I have to protect them!


  Lark saw Choi Han’s and Mary’s wyverns amid the thunderbolts, but he turned away. He wasted no time in grabbing the hunched Cale, using his own body to shield Cale and Raon from the strike.


  Our family can’t get hurt!


  His wolf instincts and human thoughts overlapped. And the moment he prioritized the group over himself, a change ignited within him.


  “Argh!” Lark’s insides convulsed like the ground underneath him.


  My job is… My job is…!


  With that sole thought dominating Lark’s consciousness, the youth’s skinny body began to morph. Choi Han had a clear view of the transformation. Knowing the condition Lark was in, he yelled, “He’s going berserk!”


  The other members of Cale’s group rushed over, their eyes on the wolf. Compared to the first time he went berserk, Lark shifted far more rapidly. His lanky form hardened; his height shot up, and his scrawny form took on a more muscular build. At the same time, sharp claws protruded from his hands and feet.


  The Blue Wolf Tribe’s fur turned dark blue when they went berserk, as had been the case during his first transformation. This time, however, as Lark grew bulkier than he had before—larger even than the berserk tigers—something unexpected happened.


  “What in the world…?” Gashan muttered, flabbergasted by the change in Lark’s size and the color of his fur.


  It wasn’t dark blue at all. Lark’s fur was grayish, taking on a glimmering silver sheen as it spread throughout his body. That silvery coat also carried a hint of blue. This was the Blue Wolf Tribe’s true color.


  Lark had achieved this new berserk transformation by casting himself aside for the sake of his pack. In doing so, he’d abandoned the deep-blue fur reminiscent of dusk, adopting a coat of blue-tinged silver that evoked the opening notes of dawn.


  Yet even as his bulk surpassed the tigers’, Lark didn’t spare his body a single assessing glance. He crouched as close to the ground as he could manage, curling around Cale and the bundled-up dragon. As Lark’s bloodshot eyes reverted to normal, he sank his long, wicked claws into the ground so he wouldn’t run away. His gaze lit up with joy.


  I found it. I finally figured out what I have to do!


  When Lark saw Cale slowly lift his head, he offered the redhead a little smile. This had been his first and only opportunity to learn this lesson firsthand. Lark’s uncle, the Blue Wolf Tribe’s chief, had told him to hide while the adults gave their lives to protect the children. Lark hadn’t done anything different during his time with Choi Han and Rosalyn, who’d saved him, and Cale, whom he met later.


  Thus, Lark’s smile lingered even as Cale regarded him with a frown. “It’s okay,” Lark said, radiating confidence and certainty.


  I’m strong. I can do this. It was only a thunderbolt.


  Cale’s scowl persisted. “Lark…”


  Lark found it ironic that Cale disapproved of someone else’s sacrifice when he had no problem doing the same himself. His body was still drenched in blood.


  “It’s oka—”


  “No.” Cale’s surly tone made Lark wince. Although the young wolf’s face was fearsome, his innocent eyes wavered.


  Then his enhanced senses alerted him to a change. He detected a second formidable power behind him, one different from the thunderbolt. “Huh?”


  Cradling the bundle of blankets in one arm, Cale gave Lark’s face a light shove with his other hand. “Move over a bit.”


  “Sir…?”


  While Lark was still processing this realization, Cale nudged his head to the side. A massive explosion rocked the air directly above them.


  Baaaaaang!


  Face now turned, Lark saw the blast—and his jaw dropped. Small objects fell from the sky, pelting his large body before plopping onto the ground.


  “Are these…stones?”


  Colossal stone spears were crashing into the thunderbolts overhead, which exploded on impact. Chunks of rock rained down on the battlefield.


  “Kids grow up so fast,” Cale said, patting Lark on the head as he climbed to his feet.


  Lark found himself thinking back to the moment when the ground first shook. The quaking had begun when the shield weakened. Wait, did the tremors start because…?


  He didn’t get the chance to ask Cale about it. Before he could, another noise caught people’s attention.


  Rumble, rumble.


  Everyone who spun toward the source of that groaning was met with an unbelievable sight: It looked like the earth itself was coming to life. More precisely, the broken fragments of Death Canyon had begun thrashing about. One by one, something rose from the debris-strewn section of the devastated cliffs.


  The berserk half-blood dragon’s thunderbolt assault ceased for a moment while he assessed the situation with bloodshot eyes. “This is…”


  Large objects rocketed up toward the countless thunderbolts dotting the sky, like meteorites moving in reverse. These scattered stones and slabs of earth shaped themselves into dozens of spears, and then hundreds, their sharp points trained on the thunderbolts with deadly precision.


  “You’ve been hiding this power the whole time?! Bwa ha ha—hrk!” The half-blood dragon choked on his laughter as if he were coughing up blood, turning the full force of his glare on a single person. The spears centered around one individual, shooting out of the earth as if they were his personal guard.


  The half-blood dragon sneered at Cale Henituse with such rage that it seemed his veins might pop out at any moment.


  Even the members of Cale’s party froze in place. Standing at Cale’s side, Lark was at a loss for words—and he wasn’t the only one.


  Whoa. What the…? Cale couldn’t say a word as he felt his insides heal, listening to the growling of his stomach. The Scary Stone’s strength had blown his expectations out of the water. Should I really be doing this?


  Despite Cale’s fizzing nerves, the corners of his lips quirked upward.


  He could feel Raon’s temperature rising; the growing pains seemed to be getting worse. Cale peered up at the half-blood mage who’d made such a fuss about how he was going to kill the two of them.


  At that moment, the rumbling of the earth stilled.


  Cale sensed that his vessel had expanded. As soon as he used the stone guardian’s ability, his body’s capacity to hold power had grown. Plus, something in his pocket was heating up, similar to the feverish young dragon in his arms.


  The stone guardian’s voice resonated in his head. “Do not sacrifice yourself.”


  Cale felt the item in his pocket vibrating as he stared at the half-blood dragon. That crazy bastard was laughing down at him.


  “Who did you say you were going to kill?” Cale asked.


  Then he stomped his foot. Boom! The instant it struck, the earth shuddered.


  “Go,” he commanded.


  Hundreds of earthen spears took flight, aiming for the heavens. In accordance with Cale’s will and the will of their previous owner, they streaked toward the light.


  When the bears saw the earthen spears launching into the sky, they couldn’t hide their shock. “Where’d these rocks come from?!”


  Boulders from Death Canyon, chunks of rubble from the wreckage of the cliffside, and even shattered rocks had converged to form those spears—creating the sharpest and sturdiest weapons to target the enemy’s throats and bring them down.


  The sight of hundreds of deadly spears pointing at him only made the half-blood dragon laugh harder. “Yes, yes! The path I walk has always been full of thorns! Bwa ha ha ha ha!”


  Everything was a jumble in the mage’s vision, but he was aware of the keen stony points targeting him, just as he sensed the red-haired man with the dragon in his arms. He could also feel that damned light affinity he’d received from his father.


  The half-blood dragon wore a twisted smile, his expression distorting into a portrait of anger and jealousy as hideous as the veins protruding from his face.


  I wasn’t allowed to grow up like that.


  His supposed father had forced him to grow up in a cave, never permitted to see a wink of light. The scumbag claimed it was the only way to stoke his thirst for light to the point that he could develop a destructive light-aligned power. The half-blood dragon had never forgotten the bitter chill that crawled from the cave floor into his body. Only after completing his first growth phase was he finally able to see the world around him.


  After going through that hellish upbringing, he’d come to hate all dragons so much that it drove him mad—and the one in Cale’s arms was no exception. He rejected the rational promptings of the dragon’s blood inside him, letting the wave called emotion carry him away. His internal organs roiled as if they’d been swept up by a tsunami.


  The berserk half-blood dragon’s eyes rolled back in his head. “Augh! Hee hee hee… Ngh!”


  The darkness inflicted on him by that blasted human was still eating away at his body. He had to vent this fury, his rage at the unfairness of it all.


  “Go!” he bellowed. “I don’t care what those rocks are! Smash them all!”


  Myriad strands of light crackled and flashed, then resumed their steady descent. The stone spears rushed to meet them in midair.


  Right as the blinding lights and the sturdy stone spears were about to collide…


  “Prepare to attack!” Cale shouted. His steadfast, confident voice rang across the battlefield, bringing the fleeing soldiers to a halt. “Mage brigades, activate magic shields! Soldiers and knights, raise your shields and circle up! We must reduce the aftershocks of the explosion as much as we can!”


  Cale shifted his attention toward his entourage, gaze coming to rest on the warriors: the whales, the tigers, Rosalyn, Lark, and Choi Han.


  “Anyone going berserk like that won’t be able to control their strength,” he said. “They’ll only end up dead.”


  A berserk state like the half-blood dragon’s afforded someone power beyond their limits in exchange for their life. As time went on, all that awaited him was death. Thus, Cale and his allies had initially chosen to retreat and buy time, even though it meant Death Canyon would be ravaged and those who couldn’t flee fast enough would perish. They’d had no other choice.


  But now Cale was talking as if he meant for them to block the blast.


  Focused as everyone was on Cale, they didn’t notice the communication device in his hand. The wail signaling an emergency call pealed through the air. Only one person would contact Cale using this device right now: Albert Crossman.


  The crown prince had finished his preparations. It was one hell of a close call, but the timing was spot-on.


  Cale tossed the communication device to Rosalyn, who caught it despite her confusion. While she hurried to connect the call, Cale declared, “I’ll defend against those strands of light.”


  At the word defend, Choi Han bit his lip and clenched his fists. Was this really all they could do in the end? Just wait for the half-blood dragon to die while Cale held on?


  “It’s ready,” Albert reported, and Choi Han relaxed instantly.


  Cale barked out an order. “Bring him down.” Fending off the threads of light all the while, he glanced at the communication device. “Let’s get started.”


  The first response came from the enemy formation.


  “Aaahhh!”


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Ugh! Why are you attacking us?!”


  Screams rose up from the other side of the canyon, but not because of the half-blood dragon’s thunderbolts. When Choi Han raised his head, he saw the sluggish but powerful forces converging in the sky. They would crash soon.


  “Y-you Faern bastards!”


  “Are you betraying us?!”


  Cale grinned as the Bear Tribe’s furious shouts and the Indomitable Alliance’s plaintive wails echoed in the gorge.


  “Stabbing the enemy in the back is most satisfying,” Albert chimed in.


  Cale, Albert, and Clope Seca hadn’t thought only of running away once the half-blood dragon appeared. To defeat an overwhelming enemy, one had to create the smallest of openings.


  The Indomitable Alliance had encountered something more terrifying than the berserk half-blood dragon: the swords stabbing them from behind. Faern had pointed their blades at their supposed allies.


  A different banner rose up to replace that of the Indomitable Alliance, flapping in the wind.


  Members of the Indomitable Alliance cried out in anger, saying things like “You maniacs! You’re going to turn on us now?!”


  Faern had timed their strike for the moment of the half-blood dragon’s berserk transformation, plotting to kill them all! The northern kingdom’s merciless actions infuriated them.


  The knights raising Faern’s flag stayed quiet, letting their actions speak for them. The Kingdom of Faern—the land of knights—commanded warriors of consummate skill. They were betraying the alliance here and now precisely because of the timing. Two awe-inspiring powers were clashing in the air: one belonging to a berserk half-blood dragon and the other to a man who remained calm and collected. It was only logical to align themselves with the latter.


  The man in question—Cale, of course—shouted, “We’ll win this battle for sure!”


  His voice brimmed with confidence as his declaration carried throughout Brek’s battle lines. The soldiers in formation could feel their hearts pounding. The enemy was in a state of chaos, and two mighty forces were about to meet overhead, yet for some odd reason, the notion of victory was carved into their hearts.


  “Activate the magic shields!”


  “Hold up your shield and crouch down!”


  The mages and knights bellowed out their orders. Though the soldiers were itching to watch the red-haired commander who promised them victory, they had a duty to perform.


  Then it happened—the stone spears and the thunderbolts slammed into each other at last.


  Booooom!


  A violent, deafening rumble rocked the canyon. The stone spears crumbled on impact, and the thunderbolts erupted. Bursts of light reminiscent of fireworks detonated one after the next, but there was no beauty in the sight.


  “I told you, I’m fine,” Cale said, addressing the hulking form shielding him from the explosion.


  “No.”


  Cale heaved a sigh, but Lark still refused to budge, steadfast in protecting his two charges. This was his job.


  Lark glanced skyward, noting that his companions were carrying out their respective tasks. A handful of people were flying toward those brilliant exploding lights, thanks to a thin, red magical thread boosting them into the air. Rosalyn had gone back to casting spells.


  He zeroed in on Choi Han, who was likewise hoisted up by a crimson thread. Despite the jagged debris pummeling the swordmaster, leaving bloody trails as they nicked his face, Choi Han kept his gaze fixed upward. He made use of Rosalyn’s magic and broken chunks of stone to propel himself higher still.


  The stone spears had not only blocked the thunderbolts but pulverized them. Choi Han clearly understood what he needed to do now.


  He took out his sword, locking eyes with the half-blood dragon. The two of them had passed untold years in the shadows. Be it a lightless cave or the Dark Forest, they both had been forced to grow in darkness.


  Choi Han took stock of the half-blood dragon’s monstrous appearance. Though he had dyed his hair and eyes with magic, they now returned to their natural color. His hair, previously a pale gold, was giving way to black.


  “Augh! I’m not done yet!” The half-blood dragon’s eyes grew cloudy, and he coughed. Pain from his berserk transformation racked every part of his body, but he didn’t let up. Another pair of thunderbolts materialized in his palms, launching toward the scoundrel advancing on him. “Die!”


  As those rays of light shot at Choi Han, he stared them down without moving his sword. Instead, he activated his black aura. Channeling his incomplete darkness into his blade, he pushed on, his steadfast gaze never leaving the half-blood dragon. He wasn’t afraid of the thunderbolts racing at him—after all, he had faith.


  Baaaaang! Baaaaang! A whip slammed into the two thunderbolts. As its watery tip shuddered and gushed apart, the thunderbolts’ trajectory changed. Witira was clearing a path for Choi Han.


  At the same time, a stone spear decimated the thunderbolt that had pivoted.


  A white-haired man stood in front of Choi Han. He hopped onto that man’s shoulder, using him as a stepping stone to keep moving forward. Archie’s hands became Choi Han’s last foothold as the killer whale poured all of his strength into sending Choi Han soaring.


  “Fire!” Archie shouted.


  Choi Han lifted the hand gripping his sword above his head. After being infused with his aura over and over again, the weapon had taken on the appearance of a pitch-black spear.


  Choi Han remembered receiving this sword from Cale during the battle for Henituse territory.


  “Use your full strength this time,” he’d said. “It’s the history you’ll write for yourself in this place.”


  “It’s yours.”


  As Choi Han smiled to himself, a black bird fluttered past him.


  “What the hell is this crow?! Such a worthless creature dares to—ugh, get off!”


  On Gashan’s order, a flock of crows swarmed the half-blood dragon’s face. The moment they blocked the mage’s vision, Choi Han flung his spear of darkness toward the half-blood dragon.


  Unfortunately, the mage sensed the attack. Choi Han’s power was the antithesis of his own, so he could detect its approach. If that darkness touched his body in his ruined condition, it would really be the end for him—something he was keenly aware of despite his berserk state.


  The half-blood dragon’s hands shifted. “You think I’d fall for such a stupid tri—” He stopped short, grunting as something wound around his arms. Who could’ve managed to tie him up, even for an instant?


  Even as Witira’s twin whips began evaporating in the light, they clung to the half-blood dragon.


  “Damn it! I’ll k-kill you a-all!” The half-blood dragon was flailing. Bound and blinded, he could see only darkness. It felt like the dark cave he grew up in—though perhaps growing up wasn’t the right way to describe it. He had been reared, like livestock.


  This reminder of his past pushed the half-blood dragon’s body to its limits.


  Something in his mind shattered. His temperature spiked, boiling with such blistering heat that he couldn’t catch his breath. He loosed a guttural groan as bright light seeped out of his body. A vague sense of danger, like the sort evoked from a bomb’s countdown, radiated from his vicinity.


  Hot, hot! the half-blood dragon screamed internally as his body glowed ever brighter.


  The water whip vanished, completely vaporized by the light. As soon as Witira’s whip burned away, she yelled, “Everybody run!”


  The half-blood dragon’s body had finally passed the point of no return. He was going to explode, and the aftershocks would be cataclysmic.


  As Witira jumped down, she felt a surge of power hurtling toward that time bomb—the black spear. It was the trigger that would bring the countdown to an end.


  Choi Han opened his arms, dropping toward the ground without a thought for landing safely. He kept his wide eyes locked on a single point.


  Finally, the flying black spear reached the light—or, more precisely, the speck of darkness within it from Raon’s and Choi Han’s past attacks.


  With a horrid rending sound, the darkness ran the light clean through.


  The half-blood dragon let out a shriek. With his black hair and dark eyes, Choi Han saw himself in the half-blood dragon—more so than anyone else he’d encountered since coming to this world.


  The mage’s howl echoed across Death Canyon. Shortly thereafter, the sky shook once more. Booooom!


  Choi Han felt something break his fall. Mary had quickly conjured up a new bone wyvern to catch him before he hit the ground, and the awkwardly assembled bones creaked as they supported his back.


  Sensing his darkness amid the dazzling light, he muttered, “I fulfilled his command.” He had done as Cale told him and brought the half-blood dragon down; he was certain of it.


  Choi Han watched the enemy’s slow descent. The inky body drifting to the ground looked neither human nor dragon, instead presenting a monstrous combination of the two. Everybody on the battlefield watched as he fell.


  Cale listened to Raon’s hot, puffing breaths as he contemplated the falling figure. The young dragon seemed to be getting sicker, though he was docile throughout the process. Grimacing at Raon’s plight, Cale retrieved something from his pocket—the object that was heating up as much as Raon was—then walked off.


  “Where are you going?” Lark asked. “Why go toward the enemy?”


  Though Cale heard the question, his steps never slowed. He was making a beeline for where the half-blood dragon was going to land, fingers clenched around the item from his pocket. It was the white crown, also known as the crown that liked dragon blood—the final Ancient Power sought by the dragon slayer, which Cale had swiped. Cale gripped it as he moved to witness the defeated mage’s final moments.


  The half-blood dragon floated down like a feather from the sky. As Cale strode toward him, he stopped next to someone else along the way. “Miss Rosalyn.”


  Rosalyn turned to Cale. The next instant, she heard a loud thud as something hit the ground. It made her think of the falling half-blood dragon—a black blob that didn’t resemble either side of his lineage.


  Just as her gaze slid away from Cale, he spoke again. “Commander Rosalyn, please make your decision.”


  His use of her title grabbed her attention. “What decision?”


  Cale observed her, taking in her bloodshot eyes, her hands trembling from her overuse of mana, and the dried blood crusting her lips. He raised the crown and pointed toward the other side of the gorge, where the Indomitable Alliance waited. With the water, fire, and even the mist gone, they had an unimpeded view of the enemy forces, divided by Faern’s betrayal.


  “Will you cross the bridge? Or will you pull back?”


  Rosalyn had the final say in this matter. Now that the fire and water had dissipated, she could clearly see the wreckage in the canyon. While much of the rubble had been appropriated to feed Cale’s stone spears, enough boulders packed the gorge to allow Brek’s troops to cross to the other side.


  “Ha… Ha ha…” Rosalyn laughed, tightened her grip on the subspace pouch of magic stones, and put some strength into her legs.


  When her fiery eyes focused back on Cale, he said, “That bridge is ours to use now. Please make your decision. You’re the commanding officer here—the final choice is yours.”


  Rosalyn turned around. Behind her, the members of the mage brigade deactivated their magic shields one by one, while the soldiers and knights remained curled up in circular formations with their shields raised.


  A smile crept onto Rosalyn’s face. The half-blood dragon had fallen, and the enemy ranks were in disarray. “Knights and soldiers, clean up your formations! Mage Brigades Two, Three, and Four, prepare offensive magic right away!”


  Anticipation rippled through Brek’s forces at the order to form up and prepare for battle. Death Canyon separated Brek from the Kingdom of Askosan—what lay beyond the berserk fallen foe?


  “We’re going to cross the border and crush the enemy army!” Rosalyn shouted.


  Once Cale gave her the power to decide, Rosalyn selected the obvious choice: crossing the bridge. She then made a second declaration: “I’ll create the bridge. The first mage brigade will support me!”


  There was too much debris for the soldiers and mounted knights to cross safely, so Rosalyn would spread a layer of dirt to cover up the uneven ground.


  Watching Lord Cale always reminds me what I need to do.


  Rosalyn mulled over the fire, water, and dirt, clutching a top-grade magic stone. She needed to move quickly; she’d already wasted time by failing to consider these things right away.


  Cale dropped a comment as he passed her by. “Don’t overdo it. You need to watch out for yourself too.”


  Rosalyn breathed out a laugh. She found it funny that the one telling her to be careful was the very person who cared for himself the least.


  She hesitated, then called out to him, “Are you still okay?”


  The shield, the wall of water, and those earthen spears… How was he holding up after using all of those Ancient Powers? His body might well have been as volatile as a magic bomb right now.


  “I’m fine. I always take good care of my body.”


  Liar. She wanted to say it aloud, but she held herself back.


  Cale then said, “Mary.”


  “Yes, Lord Cale?”


  “Use the bones to support them when they make the bridge.” Mary was carrying a subspace bag containing all the bones she’d gathered from the Dark Forest. After dishing out this order, Cale issued commands to others as well. “Rowoon’s forces will defer to Brek’s commander! Knights, reform ranks. Mages, follow Commander Rosalyn’s orders!”


  The combined forces of Rowoon and Brek would join Rosalyn in taking advantage of the alliance’s disorder to aim for their heads.


  Nobody paid any attention to the fallen half-blood mage, the strongest member of the enemy coalition. Rosalyn had seen Choi Han, Witira, and Gashan following behind Cale; as long as those three were with him, she needn’t worry about his safety or the possibility of the half-blood dragon escaping.


  Rosalyn smiled at the group approaching her, which consisted of Lark, the tigers, Mary, Faseton, and Archie. With them by her side, she would be all right. She started channeling her mana again, the vibrations carrying to Cale.


  Rosalyn really is amazing too, Cale thought. There was a reason she would go on to become the master of a Magic Tower in the future. She had energy to spare, even after casting more than one high-level spell that challenged the limits of human potential. And she would grow stronger yet.


  I’m surrounded by such frightening people. When Cale saw that Choi Han, Witira, and Gashan were sprightly despite their injuries and blood-drenched forms, he was at a loss for words. It’s like they all have the Energy of the Heart.


  Cale hid his feelings behind a facade of stoicism as he approached the half-blood dragon. His dispassionate expression rendered his trio of pseudo-bodyguards silent. Gashan was the only one to make a sound, grunting pensively at the state of the mage’s landing site.


  A large crater dented the ground, as if a meteor had struck the earth. At the center, the half-blood dragon was wasting away. He squirmed in the throes of a slow, painful death, shaking and coughing up blood. His body, covered in reptilian scales, looked terribly deformed and twisted.


  “Lord Cale,” Witira said calmly. “Half-blood dragons are normally beautiful.”


  “Really now?” Cale replied, venturing into the devastated area.


  “Since his dragon power went berserk, this half-blood will die soon.” Witira treated his death like a foregone conclusion. Letting her words pass in one ear and out the other, Cale continued toward the being writhing on the ground.


  The closer he got to the half-blood dragon, the more intensely the white crown in his hand thrummed. Gashan and Witira snuck curious glances at the crown, unfamiliar with the item. Cale ignored them and the crown, crouching down to regard the pair of eyes peering at him from a short distance away.


  “Hee hee hee…” The half-blood dragon spat out some blood as he laughed.


  Cale took in the half-blood’s black hair and matching eyes, feeling Raon’s strained panting all the while. There’s no way, right?


  He couldn’t help but note the similarity between Raon’s black scales and the half-blood dragon’s raven hair. And then there was the World Tree’s hint that he should look for Raon’s family… An uneasy feeling wrenched Cale’s gut.


  There’s no chance they’re siblings, is there? Nah, no way.


  Yet he only grew more solemn. How did a half-blood dragon with black hair and eyes happen to end up in Arm—the same organization that had given the black dragon, Raon, to the marquess who tortured him? Was it really just a coincidence?


  “There’s no such thing as a coincidence.” His murmuring drew the others’ attention, but he was wholly focused on the half-blood dragon. When the mage snickered weakly at him, he asked, “How does it feel to die?”


  With his berserk state reverted, the half-blood dragon’s blurry vision gradually cleared, and he also came to understand his current condition. He was dying. It felt as if all the pain and suffering he’d endured to survive the past nine hundred or so years had been for nothing.


  His eyelids grew ever heavier, but he didn’t let them shut. He forced his eyes as wide-open as possible to look at the man squatting to inspect him: Cale Henituse. When he spotted the bundle of blankets in Cale’s arms, his face crumpled. He knew that the more his expression distorted, the more he would look like that monster that was neither human nor dragon, but he couldn’t suppress a grotesque smile.


  “Ha ha… D-did you come…ngh…to mock me?” he wheezed out.


  His redheaded enemy frowned. “You think I’m crazy? Why would I mock someone who’s at death’s door?”


  Lout though Cale might’ve been, he wouldn’t make light of a dying man. Laughing during a torture session to push the enemy to their brink was one thing, but even in those situations, he hadn’t laughed from the heart.


  Cale had come here with a different goal in mind. “Cover the area.”


  Choi Han and Witira started at the abrupt order, but Gashan caught on right away. “As you command,” he said, smiling.


  With a series of caws, the crows that had fled the scene returned to create a circular barrier around them, preventing anyone else from seeing inside. Only then did Cale stand up and move closer to the half-blood dragon, Choi Han hot on his heels.


  “Hee hee hee. Looks like you’ll finally kill me now. I’ll die even if you leave me alone, ha ha.”


  Even as Cale got closer, the half-blood dragon couldn’t move. There wasn’t a lick of strength left in his dying body. Once Cale was within arm’s length, he stopped and passed the bundle of blankets to Choi Han.


  “Mr. Cale, what are you…?”


  “Hold him.”


  Once the befuddled Choi Han had accepted the dragon, Cale crouched back down in front of the mage. With a wave of his arms—they’d grown numb while supporting Raon’s weight—he asked, “Why should I kill you outright?”


  “What? Ah ha ha—ghk! Ha ha ha!” The half-blood dragon cracked up at the notion that Cale wouldn’t make his death swift, then caught sight of the object Cale had thrust out.


  It was a white crown.


  “Wh-why do you have that?”


  The half-blood dragon’s eyes went wide with fear. He recognized this artifact, having been acquainted with it from a young age. As realization struck, his face transformed into a portrait of horror.


  Supposedly, the crown had suddenly gone missing in the north—or rather, it’d been stolen. He was ecstatic when he heard the news, overjoyed that the hateful thing had disappeared. But now here it was, in the possession of the detestable Cale Henituse. Seeing it in Cale’s hand reminded the half-blood dragon of the mysterious group of people who had gotten in Arm’s way.


  “It was y-you all this time!”


  The half-blood dragon’s shock made no difference to Cale; there was something strange about this crown.


  “Tell me,” Cale prompted, staring intently at the dying mage before him. “This crown didn’t react at all when the black dragon was next to it. Why is it responding to you?”


  Raon had been with Cale all this time, but the crown had never so much as stirred. Yet the moment Choi Han’s black aura pierced through the half-blood dragon, triggering his berserk transformation, the crown had begun to vibrate. It even emitted a beautiful, holy-looking light.


  The owner of the Dominating Aura piped up in Cale’s mind, so he repeated the words to the dying half-blood dragon. “This crown grew up drinking your blood, isn’t that right?”


  Terror stole across the half-blood dragon’s face once more. Every so often, when his “father” had come to see him in the cave, he’d brought the crown with him. That sorry excuse for a parent had laughed at him, watching the crown shine as it drank his blood.


  “Ha ha ha. So you’re all the same in the end.”


  The half-blood dragon finally let go. No matter how strong he became or how long he lived, he could never have the life he wanted. Everything had been prearranged; he could only bow before his fate.


  By this point, he was coughing up so much blood that he couldn’t help but wonder if he had any left in his body. “Are you trying to feed my blood to that thing too?” he asked Cale, resigned. “To that crown? Do you also wish to be a king?”


  Cale’s face scrunched up in the most disgusted expression the half-blood dragon had ever seen. “Where’s all this crap coming from? Why would I do something good for this nasty piece of junk? We’re plenty strong even without that.”


  While he did plan to consume the crown’s ability, he certainly didn’t want to do anything that benefited the insidious artifact. He only desired a small portion of its power to help balance his vessel.


  “What? Pfft! Ha ha ha ha ha!” The half-blood dragon cackled again even though it hurt. He had never encountered such a brazen person before. This bastard definitely knew about the crown’s strength, so his reaction was downright hilarious.


  He decided to offer his enemy some advice—a gesture of gratitude for giving him something to laugh about before the end.


  “Don’t mess with Arm. Also, that…” The half-blood dragon hesitated. “That precious dragon of yours? Keep him hidden. That’s the only way he’ll be happy.” The irony wasn’t lost on the half-blood dragon. To think he of all people would speak of happiness. How pathetic. “And…thank you, for letting me laugh one more time before I meet my demise.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Huh?”


  Cale’s expression shifted. “Why would I let you die peacefully?”


  The people around him flinched; his voice was devoid of emotion, as if he were speaking of an inanimate object and not a living, breathing person. The half-blood dragon heard it much more clearly than anyone else. The image of Cale Henituse peering down at him with the glimmering white crown in hand consumed his vision.


  It wasn’t in Cale’s nature to forgive those who laid a hand on him or those close to him. He always made sure they paid the price. Sirem, the fake dragon slayer, as well as Arm’s other Red Stars would likewise get their just deserts before long. The death that they so feared so would soon come for them.


  “Take your pick,” Cale said. “Will you die a painful death right here and now? Or will you live out the rest of your miserable mortal life, suffering all the while?”


  A miserable mortal life—Cale didn’t much care for that phrase.


  “If you bind him in chains, you can keep him alive for about six more months. It would be better for him if he died now, though.”


  The Dominating Aura’s owner kept supplying Cale with information about the half-blood dragon. Even as Cale questioned the ancient’s behavior, he calmly said what he needed to say. “Regardless of your decision, only hell awaits you.”


  For the first time in his life, the half-blood dragon had been given a choice. But the person presenting him with that choice had a merciless look in his eye.


  “After six months have passed, his body will be ripped to pieces. He will die without leaving a trace.”


  And that wasn’t even the full extent of what awaited him. Taking note of this information, Cale regarded the half-blood dragon, who would plunge into the abyss should he choose life.


  “Dying now would be easier on you, of course.”


  The half-blood dragon was flabbergasted. He twisted his quivering lips into an awkward smile. “Why tell me this when you could just kill me right away?”


  Cale’s response was frigid and cruel. “Because you don’t deserve an easy death.”


  When the half-blood dragon heard that, his smile widened.


  “That’s why I’m giving you the chance to choose,” Cale continued.


  The chance to choose. Those words rang in the half-blood dragon’s mind.


  Cale didn’t care about the half-blood dragon’s reaction; the dying mage didn’t have much time left. “If you choose to live, the darkness inside you and your light affinity will continue to clash. You’ll experience such intense pain, your insides might as well be exploding at every second. Or perhaps every few seconds.”


  It was an unbelievable story. The half-blood dragon couldn’t help but sneer. “Ha ha! That’s not possible. If I live, my light will swallow up this incomplete darkness once I heal.”


  “That would only happen if you were a dragon.”


  The half-blood dragon’s eyes wavered. “What?”


  Cale leaned closer and said in hushed tones, “You see, you’re going to become a human.”


  Human.


  “Traces of your light affinity will remain, but you’ll lose all your draconic powers. You’ll be nothing but a normal human, suffering day by day until your miserable life finally ends.”


  What would the half-blood dragon consider true hell? First and foremost would be living as a human, racked by pain every few seconds.


  The key to the half-blood dragon’s shackles was in Cale’s hands—though Cale didn’t say that out loud. Instead, he said, “But you can survive for a little longer if you choose life.”


  As Cale watched, the half-blood dragon’s lips moved without forming any words. His time was running out. At length, the half-blood dragon asked, “Are you planning to get rid of Arm?”


  “Why do you care? You’re not even on my side.”


  The half-blood dragon scoffed in disbelief. Cale’s curt response cut like a knife—but his subsequent actions weren’t as sharp at all.


  “I’ll give you a bit more time to think about it. Whatever you choose, I require a great deal of information from you. I’ll need time to arrange your interrogation.”


  This statement of Cale’s gave Choi Han pause. How is he going to heal the half-blood dragon?


  Choi Han wasn’t the only curious one; everybody inside the wall of crows was wondering the same thing.


  A moment later, however, the half-blood dragon blanched. “Y-y-you told me to choose! What the hell are you doing?!” he shrieked. “Do you want to give me a painful death with that terrible thing?!”


  Desperate now, the half-blood dragon couldn’t move as the gleaming white crown slowly drew closer to him.


  It truly was a vile artifact. Ever since the half-blood dragon had been very young, he’d had to listen to the crown that consumed his blood. He still heard its sound even in his sleep, accompanied by his own pained screams of terror.


  “Agh! Th-this… Augh!” Fear swam in his eyes as he looked at Cale, hardly able to speak.


  Gashan merely nodded at their exchange. As expected, Cale isn’t going easy on him.


  From what Gashan had observed, Cale would mete out punishment without hesitation. He was actually quite clear when it came to his own actions and the reasoning behind them. People weren’t born with the ability to make resolute decisions with life and death hanging in the balance; it was a skill gained from experience. Unaware of the ordeals Cale had gone through in the past, the shaman couldn’t help but wonder how the eldest son of a small county had developed such a personality.


  While Gashan watched Cale’s negotiation with the petrified half-blood dragon in contemplative silence, someone else was feeling a bit flustered at the moment. It was none other than Cale Henituse himself.


  I told him I’d let him live a bit longer. What’s he so freaked out about?


  Despite his confusion, Cale proceeded to hold the white crown closer to the half-blood dragon. The mage seemed to be in a state of panic.


  “Make the jewel at the center of the crown drink the dragon’s blood,” the Dominating Aura’s owner instructed. “Then that monster can survive a while longer.”


  Cale did as the Ancient Power bade him, moving the crown toward the wound where the half-blood dragon was bleeding the most: the location of Choi Han’s attack. The white jewel at the center of the shining crown touched the outpouring of blood.


  The half-blood dragon groaned, and Gashan loosed a bemused chuckle. Cale frowned, but not because of their reactions.


  An opening appeared on the white jewel—a dark swirl more reminiscent of a black hole than a mouth. The jewel’s orifice then slurped up the dragon’s blood with visceral, noisy gulps.


  Cale’s scowl deepened in his revulsion. That’s so creepy.


  What was this grotesque, bizarre item? He was itching to throw the crown away that very minute…or the jewel itself, at least. The crown looked valuable, so he’d hang on to that.


  Then his eyes flashed.


  With Gashan’s fascinated murmurs in the background, Cale studied the half-blood dragon’s complexion. He was looking a little better. The half-blood dragon must have realized the same thing; his expression turned perplexed. The procedure was somehow both painful and also painless at once.


  Cale’s instincts told him it was enough, so he slowly separated the white jewel from the half-blood dragon’s abdomen. He won’t be able to move, but he won’t die either. Cale would be able to extend the half-blood dragon’s life by about a week, though the mage wouldn’t have any strength left.


  “Once the dragon blood disappears, all that will be left is his human body. Nevertheless, the dragon’s attribute will linger within him and bring about his death.”


  Eyes roving the half-blood dragon’s scales, Cale pulled the crown away completely. The white jewel’s vortex-like mouth seemed disappointed. It shifted slightly toward Raon, who was still cocooned in the blanket.


  The crown’s reaction startled Choi Han, but then Cale threw it to the ground. Clang! The crown rolled across the earth, a coat of dirt soiling its divine glow.


  Cale’s irate voice rang out. “What the hell?!”


  The black hole had disappeared, leaving behind an immaculate white jewel. Cale stomped the jewel emphatically into the dirt and gave it a few kicks for good measure.


  “Amazing work, Mr. Cale!” Choi Han said, impressed.


  Upon hearing that, Witira tore her eyes away from Cale and faced Choi Han. The swordmaster clutched the bundle of blankets in his arms, his face lit up with pride. While Witira debated whether to say something, Cale jammed the crown deep inside his subspace pouch, then turned back to the half-blood dragon. The mage was flabbergasted, but Cale paid him no mind.


  “I want him in chains. Gashan, tie him up with your incantations.” The chains would suppress the half-blood dragon’s mana, aura, and physical strength. Next, Cale asked someone to watch over their captive. “Witira.”


  “Sure. I’ll keep a close eye on him.” She could pick up on fluctuations in the mage’s aura faster than anyone else.


  With a last look at the half-blood dragon, who was falling into a deep slumber under the influence of Gashan’s incantations, Cale stood up. As he strode outside the wall of crows, a flood of noise crashed into him. The fight between the Indomitable Alliance and the combined forces of Faern, Brek, and Rowoon had the whole area in an uproar.


  Cale knew they weren’t on the cusp of ending things here. The alliance included the bears, the Flame Dwarves, and massive armies from Askosan and Norland; it would be impossible to kill them all. No matter how many strong fighters had gathered under Brek’s banner, they could only win with significant casualties. I’m sure Rosalyn knows that too.


  At that moment, Cale heard her voice from the other side of the wall. “Rip your flags if you wish to surrender!”


  As Rosalyn threatened the members of the Indomitable Alliance, Cale also spoke up. “Get rid of the wall.”


  One by one, Gashan’s crows veered off into the sky. With the black, feathery barrier gone, Cale returned to the battlefield.


  Rosalyn watched him slowly materialize through the veil of crows. Behind him, she made out the forms of Witira, Gashan, and Choi Han, along with the half-blood dragon—the still-determined members of their allied coalition and their fallen enemy. Chains wound around the mage’s body so that he couldn’t see, hear, or move.


  Cale headed toward the bridge Rosalyn had made. The enemy knew as well as Rosalyn did that the formidable combatants approaching them would change the flow of the battle. Rosalyn heard one of the bears bellow, “Retreat!”


  Damn it! the bear officer cursed inwardly as he ordered his troops to fall back. His thoughts were a mess. The half-blood dragon had been captured, defeated by people who matched him in power. The officer couldn’t allow any more bears to get hurt; they couldn’t afford to lose so much strength when the Lion Tribe wasn’t even here.


  The enemy can’t chase us either. There was no way Brek would enter Askosan’s territory. Even with so many capable fighters on their side, they couldn’t contend with this number of soldiers.


  The bear’s command was relayed to his comrades, and they all started to pull back. Brek’s forces did not pursue them; Commander Rosalyn had yet to give the order.


  Rosalyn took stock of the situation. The members of the mage brigade looked exhausted, and plenty of soldiers were injured after failing to evade the half-blood dragon’s thunderbolts. The wreckage of Death Canyon loomed up ahead.


  Rosalyn closed her eyes for a moment before opening them once more. “Withdraw.”


  She had made up her mind to turn back. Her command carried to the soldiers.


  No sooner had she done so than Cale announced, “The enemy retreated. We’re alive.” At that, the troops relaxed their grips on their weapons.


  Still, the war wasn’t over just yet.


   


  ***


   


  “The enemy ceased their retreat before they left Death Canyon. They set up camp over there.”


  The Indomitable Alliance had not withdrawn completely. They knew that if they did, the war would truly be over, and they had yet to take advantage of their superior numbers. They probably had some lingering regrets.


  “Right now, Brek’s forces are focused on the bridge created by Commander Rosalyn.” The troops who had previously been split up across five locations had all congregated at the overpass. “It’s highly probable that this will turn into a long, drawn-out war.”


  The person delivering this report was the royal mage’s number one disciple, Count Ecross.


  After stealing a glance at his audience, he continued, “If that happens, the enemy will have supply issues, which should place us at an advantage. But we’ll take heavy losses of our own as well.”


  The first battle had essentially ended in Brek’s overwhelming victory. If the conflict went on for some time, Brek would win in the end, but not without significant cost. They had no choice but to pay attention and look for an opening now.


  “Are you saying we should reengage right away, Lord Ecross?”


  Flinching, Ecross spun toward the questioner—it was Cale. The commander had been carrying an odd bundle of blankets with him throughout the entire battle.


  With Cale’s eyes boring into him, Ecross was reminded of their previous meeting. He swallowed down his anxiety. “Indeed.”


  When Cale spoke again, his tone was indifferent. “You can go.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Please leave the tent.”


  “Oh… Yes, sir.”


  There was nothing else Ecross could say, and he obediently exited the tent. What he saw outside gave him a start, but he soon resumed walking.


  Along with the reinforcements from Rowoon, Faern’s forces were also mingling with Brek’s army. Thanks to their betrayal of the Indomitable Alliance, Faern was Brek’s newest ally. Ecross scanned the knights and soldiers from Faern before shooting a look back at the tent. Just thinking of the people inside made him gulp.


  Meanwhile, the representative of Faern’s knight brigade had no opening to speak; he merely sat there with his mouth clamped shut, staring at the ceiling to avoid making eye contact with Cale. Rowoon’s northeastern military commander watched him from his seat at the most senior spot, legs crossed.


  This representative was one of Clope Seca’s subordinates, and he’d been acting in Clope’s stead ever since the man had disappeared. His official title was vice captain.


  He remembered how stunned he had been to see Clope again. His leader was bound to a wheelchair, sapped of physical strength, but still razor-sharp.


  “Y-you’re alive?!”


  “Listen to him.”


  “I beg your pardon, sir?”


  “Lord Cale Henituse. He’s above and beyond me.”


  Clope Seca was a man who wouldn’t hesitate to kill even his own subordinates in his quest to forge a legend, and the vice captain had been the one to handle all of Clope’s dirty work. He hadn’t missed the fearful yet euphoric glint in Clope’s eyes—and the one responsible for turning the man he knew into a deranged lunatic was none other than Cale Henituse. The vice captain was more than a little intimidated.


  Rosalyn broke the silence in the tent. “What are you going to do, Lord Cale?”


  “We do need to end this quickly, that much is obvious.” Cale had no interest in prolonging the war. “Someone from Rowoon will be here soon.”


  The Indomitable Alliance would try to drag out the war, and Brek had no objections. Their odds of victory were high. But prolonging conflict while enduring the losses wasn’t Cale’s style.


  As he opened his mouth to address the people before him, he felt someone else approaching the tent. “Ah, the person His Highness sent over must have arrived.”


  Cale had discussed the plan with Albert in advance. Albert would be dispatching one of his dark elves to the battlefield. Seeing the flap open, Cale stood up to greet the newcomer—but then an odd creaking reached his ears.


  He winced. Why do I hear the sound of wheels?


  The entrance flap opened all the way, revealing not one but two people.


  Cale was dumbstruck. “What the…?”


  The first person, Albert Crossman, greeted Cale with a dazzling smile. “I thought it would be more expedient if I came myself.”


  He entered the tent, wearing an expression that oozed princely charm. The squeaking of wheels came from behind him.


  “And since I was bringing along such a special guest, I figured it would be wise to focus everyone’s attention on me.”


  Albert refused to be outdone by Cale when it came to adequate preparation. He had brought someone to act as a dagger in the enemy’s back. Despite it taking multiple instances of teleportation, he was quite satisfied with the result.


  A robed man in a wheelchair rolled into the tent. Once the tent flap was closed behind him, he lowered his hood.


  The knight from Faern dropped to his knee in a blink. “Captain!” The second visitor was his leader, Clope Seca.


  Rosalyn stiffened at Clope’s arrival, then took a good look at him. Before tasting defeat in Henituse territory, this man had commanded Faern’s knights as a swordmaster and a formidable warrior. He was the symbol of a moral and dutiful knight. Rosalyn had only ever seen him from afar; she couldn’t help but feel a spike of nerves in his presence, even though he was an ally now.


  His face bared to the group, Clope Seca clasped his hands together and beamed. “Lord Cale!” he cried, brimming with happiness at their reunion.


  Something about it struck Rosalyn as odd. “Huh?”


  Albert felt the same way. He, too, had never seen Clope interact with Cale before. “What’s this?”


  Cale pretended not to notice, instead pointing to the map inside the command tent. He jabbed once at Askosan, then at Norland, speaking the countries’ names aloud as he did. Both kingdoms had concentrated a significant number of their forces at Death Canyon, so Cale and his allies could use that to their advantage.


  Cale recalled what Rosalyn had said during the battle: “Rip your flags if you wish to surrender!”


  Soon, Askosan and Norland would tear their flags to shreds.


  “We’re going to invade these two kingdoms.”


  “How?” Rosalyn asked, taken aback.


  Cale turned to Clope. “Guardian Knight, tell us the coordinates of their palaces. I’m sure you’re aware, as a man of Faern.”


  The palaces’ coordinates? Rosalyn’s eyes widened, and Albert’s lips quirked up. The Indomitable Alliance’s attention would be focused on the troops preparing for a prolonged battle at Death Canyon. In the meantime, Cale and the leaders from Rowoon and Brek would strike them from behind.


  “We’ll return with a declaration of their surrender,” Cale announced.


  Surrender. The very notion transformed the atmosphere inside the tent. Stillness descended as everyone began planning for the future.


  Then a joyful voice cut through the silence. “Yes, Lord Cale. You truly are incredible.” Clope sounded calm on the surface, but a twinge of madness bled into his words. “There can be no doubt that you’re a hero, the one destined to continue the legend.”


  Damn that zealot!


  Cale took great pains to avoid the astonished stares from Rosalyn and Albert. Refusing to acknowledge them, he pressed on, “We simply need to take out one palace in each kingdom.”


  Faern’s vice captain was flabbergasted. “Simply” take out a palace? Is that really simple?


  Yet Cale was already thinking about the group best suited to the job. Archie, Choi Han, Mary… He was chock-full of options. “We should move quickly.”


  “Right you are, Lord Cale. The Kingdom of Faern will do our utmost to assist with whatever you may need.” Clope’s devastatingly serious overtures provoked another flinch out of Cale.


  “Unbelievable,” Albert sighed.


  “Oh,” Rosalyn said. “Um, this is new.”


  Cale had no retort. Curse him. He made up his mind to get rid of the Indomitable Alliance as soon as possible so he wouldn’t have to deal with this maniac any longer. It was bad for his mental health.


  “Even with the coordinates, there should be defenses in place to prevent unsanctioned magic from being used inside the palace,” Rosalyn remarked, directing the conversation back to Cale’s plan. Even if Askosan and Norland weren’t adept when it came to magic, their palaces probably still had basic security. “Not to mention that we’d need permission from the palace’s mage to teleport in.”


  With the exception of those used in secret within the palace, most teleportation circles required a mage’s permission as a safety measure.


  Rather than addressing Rosalyn’s concerns, Cale turned to Clope.


  “We’ve bribed them,” Clope said.


  “You what?!” Rosalyn stopped herself there, as Clope wasn’t finished speaking.


  “Some mages remain in the palace to defend the capital instead of going to war, but there are a few selfish ones who stay behind just to protect themselves. It’s not hard to bribe a mage of their ilk.” Clope looked the part of the north’s majestic Guardian Knight with the serene smile on his face, but the words pouring from his lips were hardly dignified. “There are bound to be potential traitors no matter where you go, and there will always be people who love money. Furthermore, the teleportation circle we’ll be transporting to isn’t the one inside the palace.”


  But didn’t Lord Cale ask him for the palace coordinates? Rosalyn thought.


  Seeing the confusion on her face, Clope explained gently, “When we were first establishing the Indomitable Alliance, Faern acquired residences close to the two kingdoms’ palaces. We purchased estates from fallen nobles under the names of wealthy merchants.”


  Deep down, Cale was impressed. Trust and teamwork between kingdoms would have been vital in the early stages of the Indomitable Alliance, but Faern had planted the seeds of betrayal from the beginning. Are these bastards going to do the same thing to us?


  He snuck a glance at Albert, who offered him a subtle nod in return. “Then you must have installed the teleportation circles inside those residences,” the prince said.


  “That’s correct.”


  “Then let’s move right away. It’s a battle against time now.”


  Cale agreed with Albert on that. They only needed to send a few people; they couldn’t allow the enemy army to notice that they’d vanished and take that opportunity to attack again. That said, their allies wouldn’t act rashly just because Cale and a few others from his party were missing—and Cale had one person to thank for that.


  Noticing Cale’s gaze on him, the prince shrugged. “I’ll stay here and lead the troops for the time being.”


  It was Albert who could effectively command the troops while Rosalyn and Cale were absent. While he wasn’t exceptionally skilled, the public knew he had more strength than a mid-tier knight; the knights would obey his orders. Plus, he was also the true master of the mage brigade, so the mages would listen to him regardless.


  “Now’s the time,” Cale said.


  The leaders inside the tent got moving, ready to take care of business. Cale watched Rosalyn and Clope set about their preparations, then approached Albert. “Your Highness.”


  Albert would soon be left alone to watch the enemies’ movements. Cale only wanted to say goodbye, but the words Albert said with that regal face immediately soured his mood.


  “You just walk around covered in blood, do you? Why even have all those potions? Is potion-hoarding a hobby of yours?” Albert’s gaze trailed from Cale’s black uniform, caked with dried blood, to the bundle of blankets in Cale’s arms. Strangely enough, Cale was still holding them even though his arms had been shaking the whole time. “What’s inside those blankets, anyway?”


  Cale’s sweet smile made Albert’s skin crawl. “Are you curious?” he asked, soft and serene.


  “Not even a little. That repugnant look on your face sent my curiosity packing.” Sharp as his retort was, the crown prince’s facade of royal benevolence never faltered. “I have absolutely no desire to see what’s inside—I don’t want to get involved.”


  At Albert’s sincere refusal, Cale sent him a dejected look. “You’re certainly not mincing words, Your Highness.” Here he’d figured it was about time to tell him about the dragon, yet the crown prince had skillfully dodged a revelation that would surely have left him feeling queasy.


  Albert shrugged and bade farewell to Cale, who would leave soon. “Have a safe trip. No need to worry about this place. I may not hold a candle to the mighty warriors in this room, but I have the highest status. I’ll put this temporary authority I’ve been forced to accept to good use.”


  When the prince finished speaking, he froze. Cale was staring at him.


  Cale recalled what Raon had told him in the past. When the children of the nobility had gathered in Rowoon’s capital—the day Cale had met Albert for the first time—Raon had told him something. “Hmm? This man isn’t weak either. Be extra careful, weakling. You’ll get killed.”


  Albert was notoriously average in strength and swordplay. But had the man who’d hidden his identity as a quarter dark elf revealed the full extent of his capabilities? For Raon to say he wasn’t weak, he had to be quite formidable.


  The smile spreading across Cale’s face sent chills skittering down Albert’s back.


  “Sure,” Cale said at last. “I’ll trust you.”


  “I’ve been found out,” Albert admitted, his expression unbothered.


  Paying him no further mind, Cale set out for his next destination. His face was shadowed as he left the tent. Why can’t we contact him? Erhaven wasn’t returning their calls. Rosalyn said she’d left him a message. Had something happened to him?


  While Erhaven was unreachable, Raon was struggling with his first growth phase. Cale couldn’t go to the Eastern Continent without the two of them; it was impossible for Rosalyn to handle such long-distance teleportation. At this rate, Ron, Vicross, Ohn, and Hong might end up living on the Eastern Continent forever.


  Damn it.


  He was irritated in the extreme, but he soothed himself with a little reminder: While he had far less Fire-Suppressing Water now, his condition remained stable. Feeling calmer, Cale decided to vent all of his pent-up feelings in a refreshing way.


  His chosen stress relief took place right next to the teleportation circle a few moments later.


   


  ***


   


  Archie peered around the hastily constructed teleportation circle. “Is this actually enough people, Lord Cale?” he asked, genuine despite his offhanded delivery.


  “Why wouldn’t it be?” Cale asked the fretting killer whale. “This is plenty.”


  Choi Han, Lark, and Rosalyn stood on one side, while Archie, Cale, and the bundled-up Raon were on the other. The six of them were the only ones traveling to the northern palaces, but a few other people, including Witira, lingered in the tent.


  Mary stood behind Clope’s wheelchair. Cale could tell she wanted to tag along, but he ignored her. The person Clope feared the most wasn’t Cale but Mary, who had given him new limbs with bombs inside them.


  I’ll have Mary make quick work of that lunatic if he tries anything.


  While Cale congratulated himself on setting up an effective fail-safe feature for Clope, Archie couldn’t let go of his concerns. “Mm… I’m not sure this squad is sufficient if we’re going be palace-crashing.”


  He understood why Choi Han was present; the guy was far from normal. But Rosalyn and Lark both seemed terribly ordinary. He had a hard time imaging them flattening a palace with ease.


  When his eyes met Rosalyn’s, she flashed him a radiant smile. “Don’t worry, Archie. The three of us wrecked a palace once already.”


  She, Choi Han, and Lark had caused a real ruckus back in Brek. After annihilating the nobles who had hired assassins to kill her, she laid waste to the palace to free herself of her responsibilities and title as a princess.


  Beaming at him, she went on, “I’d never done anything like that before. It was a lot of fun.”


  Choi Han and Lark held their tongues, their stoicism causing Archie to falter a moment. At length, he mumbled, “You say that like it’s as easy as destroying an island.”


  Cale was startled. Did Archie consider destroying an island as being easy? He didn’t want to ask. “We’ll go to Norland first and then head to Askosan. Everybody remember the plan?”


  They all nodded. Cale turned his attention to Rosalyn, who promptly activated the teleportation circle.


  With a hum, the magic circle activated. Witira, Mary, and Clope saw the group off, while Albert was busy working with the troops in his interim capacity as the commander.


  “Come back soon,” Witira said.


  “Sure. Keep an eye on that half-blood, Witira.”


  “Of course. Don’t wo—”


  Beeeeep! Beeeeep!


  Witira paused, interrupted by the noise, before she finished, “Don’t worry.”


  Beeeeep. Beeeeep.


  She shot Cale a look. He was the source of the alarm. After handing Raon over to Lark, he dug frantically through his pocket.


  Beeeeep. Beeeeep.


  Within, a communication device was shining red. It wasn’t Cale’s personal device—that one was still in Raon’s subspace—but rather the one Cale had received from Rosalyn and used during the battle. Only one being could send an emergency signal like this.


  It had to be Erhaven, the gold dragon.


  Rosalyn had left Erhaven a simple message: “Raon sick. Half-blood dragon returned.” At the end, she’d included one other piece of information: their coordinates. The most she could do while contacting the individual she thought of as their lifeline was to provide the location of their battle at Death Canyon. She’d directed Erhaven to a point that was close by but safely beyond anyone’s notice. Rosalyn and Cale were the only people who knew about that place.


  “Miss Rosalyn.”


  Rosalyn knew what to do as soon as he called upon her. “We’ll go on our own, Lord Cale.”


  Lark passed Raon back to Cale, then gently pushed him out of the teleportation circle.


  Choi Han took one look at Clope and turned to Cale. “Mr. Cale…” He didn’t say anything more, but Cale understood the sentiment. Please take care of Raon.


  Archie took a quick glance around, then said breezily, “Well, you don’t seem like you have the strength to knock down buildings anyway.” He puffed out his chest with pride. “Choi Han and I will destroy them all. This is my specialty!”


  Nobody paid the killer whale any attention. Cale looked first at Raon, then at the communication device, before he fixed his eyes on the group. “I’ll at least watch you leave.”


  Rosalyn smiled and reactivated the teleportation circle, and the group soon disappeared.


  Once they were gone, Cale strode off by himself, leaving Mary, Clope, and Witira behind.


   


  ***


   


  Beeeeep. Beeeeep.


  The alarm continued blaring as Cale moved at a brisk walk. At last, he arrived at his destination. It was his own tent—the private quarters of Rowoon’s Northeastern Military Commander. Rosalyn had given Erhaven the coordinates for this location.


  When Cale opened the flap, a beautiful man with white-gold hair greeted him with a click of his tongue. “You’re a mess.”


  Cale closed the entrance flap, skipping pleasantries to ask, “Did something happen?”


  In order to learn about the Eastern Continent, Mount Liv, and the stone pillar, Erhaven had gone to meet a dragon whom he had protected during his first growth phase many years ago. Cale hadn’t been able to contact the ancient dragon since, so he wondered if some mishap had occurred.


  Cale laid Raon down on the bed. As the blanket rolled back to reveal the ailing black dragon, a rumbling chuckle sounded in Erhaven’s throat. Despite the laugh, there was raw fury blazing in his eyes.


  “The fake dragon slayer,” Erhaven said. “Is that bastard still alive?”


  Sirem? Why was Erhaven bringing him up?


  Without giving Cale a chance to ask, Erhaven said flatly, “He’s dead.”


  What?


  There was something Erhaven had shared only with Raon, during one of their past conversations. Dragon slayers were humans who grew stronger by consuming dragons. He had imparted this truth to the young dragon alone.


  This unlucky human punk probably doesn’t know that much either, Erhaven thought. He was haunted by the image of the other dragon’s empty lair, the old corpse that looked as if someone had picked it clean.


  “The dragon I went to see was already dead,” he explained. “Someone killed him.”


  Cale slowly turned to Raon, listening to the dragon’s ever-heaving breaths.




  Chapter 53:
Three Days


   


  A DRAGON HAD DIED. No, a dragon had been murdered.


  When Cale heard that, a prior conversation flickered through his mind. Erhaven assumed he didn’t know about the relationship between dragons and dragon slayers, but Cale was already aware—he’d found out back when he interrogated the Guardian Knight. The discussion he had with Clope replayed in his head.


  “He’s supposedly a fake dragon slayer. Ngh… Besides him, the other high-ranking members of Arm accompanying the Indomitable Alliance are a mage and a healer. I heard he grew stronger after consuming the latest ancient dragon that died—ghk!—about two hundred years ago on the Eastern Continent.”


  All the pieces were clicking into place. The last death of an ancient dragon had occurred two centuries ago. Based on Sirem’s comment, which suggested that he’d never killed a dragon himself, Cale had assumed the dragon had died of natural causes.


  Cale processed each fact one by one, then asked, “Lord Erhaven…was the one who died the oldest dragon on the Eastern Continent?”


  “Yes, he was.”


  “How long has it been since you last saw him alive?”


  “Hm. Not that long. Maybe two or three hundred years?”


  It had to be the same dragon. Cale rubbed his temples as he felt his list of obligations get even longer.


  Still, a more pressing issue occupied his thoughts. “Is Raon going through his first growth phase?”


  The young dragon’s heavy breathing filled the tent. Raon was running hot, expelling white smoke with every ragged exhale. Yet even as the air around them warmed beneath the rising sun, he shivered as though terribly cold.


  Petting Raon’s hot forehead, Cale went on, “He’s been like this since earlier this morning. He has no strength, his fever is worsening, and he’s been unconscious the entire time.”


  “He’s not unconscious.”


  Cale paused. He’s awake?


  He examined Raon more closely. The dragon’s eyes were still shut. So he couldn’t open his eyes or speak, but he could hear everything? The furrow in Cale’s brow was deeper than ever before.


  “Move over.”


  Cale watched as Erhaven lifted up the weary Raon, patted the young dragon’s body with mana-covered hands, then pressed his own forehead to Raon’s tiny one.


  He could feel the young dragon’s heartbeat. Boom! Boom! Boom!


  Raon was fighting an intense battle; the six-year-old’s silent cries resonated from within his small frame. I need to hurry up and open my eyes! I wanna be with them right now!


  “It’s definitely his first growth phase,” Erhaven confirmed.


  Dragons experienced a total of three growth phases during their lives. The first of these phases established the foundation for the dragon’s power. Although he wouldn’t show any physical changes, Raon’s vessel would reach a whole new level. During the second and third phases, the dragon’s body grew significantly, endowing them with a regal aura.


  Having passed through all three phases himself, the ancient dragon observed Raon with a puzzled expression. What triggered this kiddo’s first growth phase all of a sudden?


  Raon’s first growth phase had been blocked all this time with no sign of starting, but now it had begun out of nowhere. Erhaven was curious as to why, but the young dragon’s spiking fever deterred him from voicing as much. “Looks like he’s in for some nasty growing pains. The longer and more intense they are, the stronger the dragon will be at the end.”


  An average first growth phase lasted one week at minimum. Based on personal experience, Erhaven believed Raon would either suffer a lengthy convalescence or overcome it in record time; there was no middle ground. Unique dragons tended to have atypical experiences during their growth phases.


  As Erhaven wiped the sweat from the black dragon’s face, Cale’s voice reached his ears again. “What a rotten world. What’s the point of getting bigger through pain?”


  Cale thought this must have been one of the reasons all dragons had terrible personalities. What good was growing if you had to suffer to get there? He didn’t like that one bit. Wouldn’t it be better to grow little by little without enduring the pain? Dragons lived a long time anyway. Who cared if it happened a bit slower?


  Erhaven burst out laughing at that. Reining himself in, he returned Raon to the bed. “There’s nothing we can do for him right now. We just have to stay by his side and make sure he’s not vulnerable to any danger. We’ll also need to set aside a space for him to rest peacefully for a few days after he wakes up—though I suppose this youngster already has that.”


  While Erhaven could see the disgruntled look on Cale’s face, he didn’t tell the human anything else. A dragon’s growth phase was a battle against themselves. Raon’s small body was probably host to numerous clashes of will.


  A dragon’s growing pains are also a fight against what they will care for.


  Why else would dragons be so self-centered? Perhaps it was a way to protect themselves from the pain. Caring only for themselves saved them the agony that came with bonds. However, this youngster was a curious dragon with myriad relationships. This would prove to be either his weightiest burden or his greatest benefit, but only as he continued to grow.


  “Anyway, that’s not the issue here.”


  Cale swallowed a groan. Erhaven’s eyes held their usual tenderness, but there was a deep darkness to them—likely because of his anger toward the dragon’s killer. Cale’s thoughts tied themselves in knots, but he hurried to stand.


  “Let’s go.”


  “How are you alive?”


  Huh?


  Both Cale and Erhaven had spoken at the same time.


  “Excuse me?” Cale said, baffled.


  Erhaven peeked at Raon, who could hear everything they were saying, before stepping closer to Cale. He lifted Cale’s arm. “Why are you still alive?”


  Cale frowned. “Should I not be?”


  What the heck was going on? For the first time since Cale had known him, the ancient dragon wore a look of reprimand on his face. A small blade of mana materialized at the tip of his finger—and he slashed at Cale’s arm.


  “What’re you…?!”


  As the mana blade sliced through Cale’s black uniform jacket and the shirt underneath in an instant, Cale blurted out, “What the f—huh?”


  There was a loud clang as two solid forces collided. Cale glanced back and forth between the mana blade and his exposed arm. Not only was he unscathed, but his arm had produced that clanking noise when the mana blade bounced harmlessly off.


  What’s going on? Cale stared down at his arm with stricken eyes. When did this happen to me? I didn’t even feel anything. I thought I was fine!


  Cale hadn’t noticed that his skin had become rock solid, and neither had anyone else. Raon probably would have picked up on it, but he wasn’t in a state to do so.


  Erhaven’s voice sliced through Cale’s astonishment. “It’s the power of the boulder.”


  Boulder? Cale thought about the Scary Stone. After he used the Scary Stone’s power, his vessel had expanded to the point that even he could feel it. That fact had led him to believe that his body had stabilized…but was he mistaken?


  “You used up too much of the water Ancient Power, Cale Henituse,” Erhaven said.


  Confronted with the ancient dragon’s grim expression and stern tone, Cale didn’t know how to respond. He had indeed expended a lot of the volatile Fire-Suppressing Water.


  Erhaven’s gaze focused on Cale’s neck. His nose detected the scent of blood.


  Prior to Cale acquiring the Scary Stone, the Energy of the Heart had prevented his other affinities from clashing. Things were different now, though. When the power of water suddenly disappeared, the balance within him shattered.


  “Before, the power of restoration inside you stopped the unstable water from wreaking havoc,” Erhaven explained. “Now it looks like that stone’s power is protecting your body. You haven’t experienced any recoil from activating the stone’s ability yet, have you?”


  Cale’s silence told Erhaven everything he needed to know. Cale coughed up blood whenever he used the fiery thunderbolt or the shield, but nothing had happened when he wielded the stone spears. He had assumed that was because the stone guardian vowed to protect him.


  Protect me how? Cale recalled the stone guardian’s exact words: “To protect you, I will destroy. I will stand in front of you and defend you.”


  If the power to destroy referred to the stone spears…what was the power that stood in front of him?


  He turned back to Erhaven, while the ancient dragon inspected him in turn. Though this unlucky human looked like his usual weak self, he now had a body that would defend against all manner of danger.


  “The stone’s ability is still protecting you. That’s the only reason you haven’t exploded yet.” Erhaven’s lips curved into a smile; one of his questions had been answered. “I did wonder how a human managed to pass through that portal by the pillar. That ancient had the power to keep internal and external forces from colliding.”


  When they first investigated the passageway located under the pillar at the stone guardian’s villa, Erhaven had been curious as to how the stone guardian—ostensibly a mere human—had survived entry into the tunnel. This stony skin explained it.


  Now a new question rose to mind. The Scary Stone, eh? Who was the owner of that power?


  Who could have wielded such potent abilities in both attack and defense?


  Was he really human?


  Erhaven mulled over ancient times, these eras that came before him, then let it go. Although he had rushed back due to the matters of the dragon slayer, the half-blood dragon, and Raon, they had something even more critical to attend to.


  “Cale Henituse,” he said. “If you want to live, you must find an Ancient Power with a water affinity.”


  The name of one Ancient Power surfaced in Cale’s mind: the Water of Judgment. He realized that the time had come to acquire that ability, but he knew nothing about it except that it was on the Eastern Continent.


  Erhaven’s next words were devastatingly cruel and cold. “You have three days.”


  The ancient dragon’s voice echoed in the tent. Cale’s body could only last three days in its current condition.


  One of Raon’s tiny toes twitched. The black dragon’s face twisted in a frown, adopting a look of desperation. He seemed to be struggling with all his might, which only fed his fever further.


  The growing pains of a dragon with so many people to support were excruciating. However, this particular young dragon had learned how to work together with others. His body stilled as if he had never squirmed in the first place, though a fierce battle still raged inside him.


  Focused on each other, Cale and Erhaven didn’t notice Raon’s actions. Seeing that Cale retained his composure, Erhaven added, “That is your body’s limit.”


  “What happens then?” Cale asked.


  The ancient dragon fell silent for a spell. He had never encountered anyone who had gathered as many Ancient Powers as Cale, but in the past, humans possessing more than two attributes had perished.


  There was something Erhaven had learned by his twilight years: All life eventually met its end. At the same time, something else—almost an instinct—had bloomed within him as he neared his final days. It was a trait he’d developed not as a dragon but as a being living in this world.


  Reacting on this instinct, he declared, “I don’t plan to let you die.”


  As those words left the ancient dragon’s mouth, Cale grinned. “So there is a way.”


  “Ha!” Erhaven snorted. This unlucky bastard is on another level.


  Cale knew him all too well. A rational dragon would never say something they didn’t consider realistic.


  Chuckling at Cale’s casual air, Erhaven nodded. “Yes, the late dragon left a trace.”


  A trace? Cale’s eyes flashed. He had a good feeling about this—Erhaven must have found some clues. Something told him that the ancient dragon had uncovered a link to the Water of Judgment.


  With this information on the table, Cale didn’t want to waste any more time. He only had three days. It was plenty, yet it wasn’t nearly enough.


  He wrapped Raon back up in the bundle of blankets and scooped him into his arms. “You can explain on the way.” With Erhaven around, they could teleport directly to the Eastern Continent.


  “Sure.” Erhaven paused, eyes flicking toward the tent’s entrance. “The crown prince is here.”


  A moment later, Cale heard rustling outside the tent. Now that he thought about it, while Choi Han and the others had a decent understanding of Cale’s situation, Albert would question his sudden change of plans.


  Albert’s voice rose from outside. “May I come in?”


  Holding Raon, Cale looked pointedly at Erhaven, who went to the entrance and opened the flap.


  When Albert saw Erhaven, he went still. Here was the knight with white-gold hair who had accompanied Cale as a guard when the four realms and the beastfolk first solidified their alliance. Albert hadn’t heard about this person’s arrival; his hesitation was only natural.


  “Could you come in alone, Your Highness?” Cale called out.


  “That was the plan.” Albert was already by himself as he walked into the tent. He knew that if the situation was urgent enough for Cale to change his plans, secrecy was paramount. He turned away from Erhaven and got right down to business. “What’s going on?”


  Cale preferred the direct route himself. I guess it’s about time I told him. He strode up to Albert.


  “What are you doing?”


  The sight of the stoic, blood-drenched Cale stalking toward him in the dark tent wasn’t for the faint of heart. But what he saw next took the prince completely aback.


  “Huh?!” Albert blurted, eyes wide as his usual regal comportment abandoned him.


  A creature’s face was poking out of the bundle in Cale’s arms. Even with its eyes closed, its round, chubby features were quite cute—but that wasn’t the issue.


  When Albert met Cale’s gaze again, Cale said matter-of-factly, “This is a dragon. He’s currently going through his first growth phase.”


  “Pardon?”


  “He’s six years old. His name is Raon Mir. It’s a nice name, don’t you think? I’m the one who came up with it.”


  “You… What?”


  Cale wasn’t finished just yet. Cradling Raon in one arm, he gestured to Erhaven with his free hand. “And this one is an ancient dragon—the oldest dragon on the Western Continent.”


  Albert blinked a couple of times, utterly stupefied. Then he gave his head a light shake. Am I delirious with exhaustion? Is it because I didn’t sleep well for the past few days?


  He had received a report about the battle while he determined troop formations. Thinking it would be best to hear the story from one of Cale’s people, he’d called upon the one with the most time to spare: Hilsmann, vice-captain of the Henituse knights. Yet Hillsman’s firsthand account of the battle somehow made him tired.


  “Lord Cale activated his silver shield, then detonated Dragon’s Rage to create a wall of fire. Next, he summoned this wall of water that empowered the whales to go berserk! The shield broke after that. I thought we were in serious trouble, but right when I was sure he was about to pass out, he used a different Ancient Power that he’d been hiding all along. After the shield and the water, he launched hundreds of stone spears into the air!”


  Albert had learned of the feats performed by Choi Han and the others as well, but the news that Cale had brandished the shield, conjured water, and fired off stone spears made him question his ears.


  “That’s when I realized that the shield truly doesn’t break after all, Your Highness!”


  Hilsmann had whipped himself into a frenzy, veins protruding on his neck as he bellowed with great passion. Normally, Albert would have had his doubts about such a recap, but when he saw the knight captain of the first knight brigade sniffling and the interim captain of the mage brigade nodding along, he couldn’t say a thing.


  But now a dragon? And not just one, but two?!


  Albert faced the ancient dragon. Erhaven shrugged, regarding the crown prince with an aloof air. Speaking as if Albert was beneath him, he said, “Nice meeting you.”


  The man Albert had always believed to be a bodyguard was actually a dragon. He couldn’t believe it—but Cale didn’t allow him any time to process. He still had quite a few things left to say.


  “Oh, right. If things go sideways, I might explode three days from now. It’ll be fatal.”


  “Huh?! What the f—”


  “Goodness,” Erhaven murmured as the curse flowed from the crown prince’s lips. Albert shut his mouth and swept both hands over his face.


  Looking wholly unbothered, Cale went on, “There’s an issue with my Ancient Powers. It’s under control for the time being thanks to a temporary measure, but it seems I only have three days left.”


  Cale’s blasé attitude had Albert at a loss for words. He didn’t seem to be lying…and Albert knew Cale wasn’t one to make something like this up. When he thought about it rationally, there was a good chance that Cale was telling the truth.


  Vice-Captain Hilsmann’s voice echoed in Albert’s mind. “Lord Cale was coughing up so much blood that I was worried something bad might happen, but he commanded the battlefield as calmly as ever afterward.”


  Albert knew Cale always got injured or needed to recuperate after using his Ancient Powers. This feeble man had used three Ancient Powers that he’d been saving for an emergency—would his body really come out unscathed after all that?


  “That being the case, I’ll need to act independently for the next three days,” Cale finished.


  What an idiot. Albert wanted to throttle Cale, but he held himself back.


  From time to time, he got the sense that Cale and he were similar. Both men occasionally relied on sly schemes to achieve their ends, especially if they would serve the greater good. Albert forever carried the nation’s welfare on his shoulders.


  At length, Albert said, “I’ll grant you three days’ leave, then. Make sure you return after that.” While he wanted to give Cale a longer break, it was more important to stress that Cale come back.


  “Yes, sir. I could never fail to obey a command from Your Highness, the star of Rowoon. By the way, once I get back, I’m quitting this commander position for good. I’d prefer ample financial rewards over a medal, please.”


  “You always have a glib tongue. How is a punk like you nicknamed Lord Silverlight?”


  “I’m not a fan of that title myself.” Cale’s distaste for the moniker was genuine.


  With that, Albert departed the tent, acting as though he’d never seen the dragons with Cale. It felt like the best course of action.


  Once the flap closed behind him, Cale turned and approached Erhaven, who had created a teleportation circle on the ground. The array shone brightly under Erhaven’s feet.


  The second Cale stepped onto the magic circle, Erhaven activated the spell. A loud hum accompanied the surge of magic, and Cale closed his eyes as his surroundings blurred. Amid his teleportation, he caught the ancient dragon’s voice one more time.


  “We will travel to the late dragon’s lair. Ollien’s lair.”


  Cale was bound for the domain of the former oldest dragon on the Eastern Continent.


   


  ***


   


  The moment Cale opened his eyes, he found himself within the dilapidated remains of a lair. Where once it had probably contained a collection of beautiful sculptures, it was now covered in a blanket of dust and crumbling in places. Nobody would’ve imagined that this used to be a dragon’s lair, but Cale recognized it as soon as he arrived—he saw a rotting dragon corpse.


  “This is what happens to a dragon who doesn’t die a natural death,” Erhaven said bitterly.


  A dragon who succumbed to murder or suicide passed from the world differently than those who died of old age. One who completed their life cycle would shine brightly and dissipate as they became part of the earth, but one who died before their time decomposed like any other life-form, slowly rotting into the ground. Such had been the fate of the dragon whose skeleton lay in the black swamp.


  “The rotting usually finishes within a hundred years, but this guy…” Erhaven sighed. “The process was delayed in his case because he died in his lair. He was in such a well-contained area that he’s decayed far slower. That’s why he looks like this.”


  Cale remained quiet. He understood Erhaven’s anger. The dragon’s torso had been gouged out, right where his heart should be. As the heart and the surrounding flesh were gone, it wasn’t a stretch to say that someone had eaten him—or at least taken a few bites.


  “Ollien was a green dragon,” Erhaven continued. “He was a prick who always had a comeback, but he was a decent fellow deep down, just like the youngster.”


  Rather than sharing more memories of Ollien, Erhaven set off walking. Cale fell into step beside him.


  “Follow me. I’ll show you the traces of the water.” With a twitch of his lips, Erhaven added, “I’ll take care of him once the truth is revealed and I learn what I must. I swear I shall return him to nature without fail.”


  Cale picked up the pace and passed him by. “Let’s move quickly, then.”


  Erhaven laughed. Cale’s actions always spoke louder than his words. Moving back in front of Cale, who didn’t know where they were going, the ancient dragon guided him to a secret area.


  Cale looked around the large lair. Even falling apart and drowning in dust, the dragon’s home had a sort of majesty about it. A secret area in a dragon’s lair… Where could that be? Cale was intrigued. He also wondered what form this clue about the water ability would take.


  They roamed past the hallway, the office, the study, and the bedroom. With a start, Cale said, “It’s in the bathroom?”


  “The tub, to be specific. He really liked taking half baths—soaking from the waist down.”


  “I see.” So this dragon’s secret area was in the bathroom.


  While Erhaven placed his hand on the tub, Cale inspected the room with interest.


  “Are you trying to sacrifice yourself?” the stone guardian asked then.


  What?


  Then the gluttonous priestess piped up as well. “Are we feasting again?”


  Why are they like this? As chaos reigned in his mind, Cale squinted at a sudden burst of bright light.


  White-gold mana was pouring out of Erhaven’s hand, sending vibrations through the room. When it touched down, the tub glowed and emitted a green magic circle, which expanded to cover the entire bathroom.


  In no time at all, the average-looking space opened up into a lush woodland.


  “Wow,” Cale muttered, impressed.


  “Ollien’s attribute was wood,” Erhaven explained. “He created a forest in his domain.”


  A large tree now stood where the tub used to be, with a ditch hollowed out beneath it. Inside the ditch was a diary. The cover was crafted from ordinary leather, and there were some pieces of parchment sticking out between the pages.


  Erhaven picked up the diary. “A dragon’s most important treasure is their chronicle—the record of their existence in this world. It’s the first thing they stash away for safekeeping.”


  Realizing this wasn’t essential to share with Raon and Cale, he flipped the diary open, stopping on a page where jutting parchment was used as a bookmark.


  “This is the only page in the diary that’s written in the common language of the Western Continent rather than that of the east.”


  Erhaven pinched the makeshift bookmark between his fingers.


  “This old parchment has preservation magic cast on it,” he said. “It seems to have been left behind a long time ago. I think it’s possible that this is the trace—hmm? Why are you making a face like that?”


  Cale’s expression hovered between laughter and a scowl. He could see the words scrawled at the top of the parchment: Letter of Resignation.


  He’d seen something similar before. Cale dug up the memory of the wooden plaque he received from the priestess in the elf village near the World Tree regarding the Water of Judgment. It had those same words on it, though the contents were a bit different.


  The writing on the wooden tablet had said:


  World Tree, you moron! I’m out of here!


  The Water of Judgment? Forget it! I’m a free spirit now!


   


  Based on the tone, Cale was convinced that this Ancient Power’s owner was yet another oddball.


  Something different was written in this letter, however.


   


  You evil bastards. You dare to push me out? I’ll blast you with water, you white snake scumbags.


  The gods only make me work, and those white snake jerks just want to double-cross me. I’ll show you how it feels to be stabbed in the back!


  I’m out of here, got it?! Judgment, my ass! I’m gonna be free!


   


  As the words grew progressively more intense, Cale’s thoughts devolved into a convoluted mess.


  Supposedly, the people of Faern had chased away a child favored by a god who intended to provide them with a river. Furious, the god had taken away the water instead, leaving behind the dry lake in Faern.


  The ones who drove that child away were the members of the Seca household—those whose true emblem was the white snake.


  Is that how it is? Was the child favored by that god the owner of the Ancient Power?


  Cale read the final statement on the parchment:


   


  I’m gonna go cause trouble like that firebolt cheapskate! Just watch!


   


  The “firebolt cheapskate” was the owner of the Fire of Destruction. When Cale had visited the World Tree, he’d heard that the money-loving ancient had once set the entire north aflame, making the World Tree fear for its life.


  A new question occurred to him. Who put that fire out? Cale suspected that the culprit might have been the owner of the Water of Judgment.


  “The location where he found the parchment is recorded in the diary. I think the Ancient Power may be there,” Erhaven said.


  As Cale’s gaze returned to the diary, the stone guardian spoke into his mind. “The glutton, the cheapskate, the thief, the crybaby…”


  These were the respective owners of Cale’s Ancient Powers: the Unbreakable Shield, the Fire of Destruction, the Sound of the Wind, and the Energy of the Heart.


  “And now the lunatic.”


  Lunatic?


  “Are you trying to sacrifice yourself?” The profound concern in the stone guardian’s voice struck Cale speechless.


  The nicknames for the Ancient Powers’ owners had never bothered him; he’d always thought monikers like “glutton” or “cheapskate” suited the individuals they represented, and none of it threatened him in any way. But this one felt a little different.


  How was the original owner a lunatic?


  As if reading Cale’s mind, the stone guardian said, “She was thirsty for battle. Never in my life had I met anyone so obsessed with fighting.”


  Cale’s brow furrowed.


  “What is it?” Erhaven asked. “Are you in pain?”


  “It’s nothing, sir,” Cale forced out.


  He set about organizing the disordered jumble of information in his head, piece by piece. The World Tree had told him to find the Water of Judgment. Cale thought back to the ancient tome he’d received from Chief Canaria, which outlined the legend of the stone guardian. In the course of describing the stone guardian’s journey, the book had included some anecdotes about his friends.


   


  The guardian knew another hero who was both a friend and an enemy. Though this hero had freed the north from the freezing cold, he was a cheapskate whose hobby was gathering coins.


  Seeing the hero’s riches, the guardian said, “You crazy bastard! You saved and saved without ever spending, and you’ve accumulated so much!”


   


  The hero mentioned in that story—the one who had freed the north from the freezing cold—was definitely the money-grubbing owner of the Fire of Destruction. The World Tree was so traumatized by the blaze that it had instructed the elf priestess to pay Cale when he arrived, even though ages had passed since the cheapskate’s last visit.


  The question was, who put out that fire? The Water of Judgment’s owner was the most logical candidate.


  Next, Cale thought about the divine artifact he’d found in Guardian Knight Clope Seca’s estate: the watering can. Raon had read the text inscribed on it:


  “Life ends with nothing. Even if you build a dam, the water will eventually overflow. I created a river for this frozen land, but you stemmed its flow. For all of you who chased away my precious child to satisfy your greed, there will be only one conclusion.”


  The Kingdom of Faern and the Guardian Knight household had chased away the child treasured by a god. The god then took back the river as punishment.


  That could be the Water of Judgment’s owner too. Cale was almost positive of it. That got him thinking, So the god favored this kid, but the kid was crazy about fighting? Something feels strange about that.


  “Unless we’re talking about the God of War,” he mused aloud.


  Surely that wasn’t the answer. Would a war god be generous enough to gift an ever-flowing river to the northerners, who suffered when the lakes froze each winter? If the God of War really cared for humanity, the deity wouldn’t have allowed them to be embroiled in conflict in the first place.


  “Why are you bringing up the God of War out of the blue?” Erhaven asked, beginning to fret. “Are you certain you’re all right? Is something the matter?”


  Cale only had three days left to live, and now, apropos of nothing, he was frowning and mumbling to himself. Yet it seemed he hadn’t heard Erhaven, as he went right on muttering under his breath. The ancient dragon deliberately focused his attention elsewhere.


  A sigh slipped past Cale’s lips. “Oh no.”


  The stone guardian was babbling on and on in his head. Though the ancient rarely said anything beyond asking Cale about sacrificing himself, he had quite a bit to share this time; perhaps it was because he had ample knowledge on the subject.


  “You’re right,” the spirit confirmed. “The God of War treasured that child. Ever since her youth, she was unique. If she hadn’t considered power struggles such a chore, she could have brought the entire continent to heel. She would have been a tyrant the likes of which the world had never seen.”


  So she hadn’t merely been at Tunka’s level of battle-crazed; she had been an overlord worthy of a crown. Crap.


  “Life sure is hard,” Cale lamented.


  “Are you certain you’re all right?”


  Disregarding Erhaven’s question, Cale set Raon down on a patch of soft grass before plucking the diary from the ancient dragon’s hand. In a casual manner, he added, “Oh. By the way, Lord Erhaven…”


  “What is it?”


  “Once the half-blood dragon’s magic dye was gone, he had black hair and eyes.” Focused on the diary, Cale didn’t catch the way Erhaven’s eyes widened. “I’ve heard that all dragons have their own color. Are half-bloods different?”


  Erhaven was the only white-gold dragon in the world. Whether a dragon was red, blue, or otherwise, they each possessed their own unique color. Young dragons didn’t have to inherit one of their parents’ colors either; it wouldn’t be abnormal for a red and a blue dragon to produce gold offspring, for example.


  The half-blood dragon’s eyes were a different shade than Raon’s, but he had the same black scales. With that in mind, Cale finally looked at Erhaven—and froze. The ancient dragon’s expression was grave.


  “No,” Erhaven said. “Half-bloods are the same as true dragons in that regard.”


  Half-blood dragons were born with their share of dragon blood. It was impossible for a human to handle the instincts of their dragon’s blood, which pushed them to be unique.


  As Erhaven considered this, Cale said, “Witira mentioned that it seemed like this half-blood had gone through his second growth phase.”


  Erhaven already figured that the half-blood had completed his first growth phase, but hearing that he’d survived the second brought a bigger question to mind. He wore a serious frown, and Cale observed him in silence. When his gaze rose to meet Cale’s, there was fear in his eyes.


  “Is that bastard really a half-blood?” Erhaven asked, his fear giving way to anger.


  From Cale’s perspective, Erhaven’s gaze reflected the wisdom he’d gained throughout his long life.


  “He has both dragon blood and human blood, so that’s what I’ve been assuming,” Cale replied.


  “I’ll need to see him for myself.”


  Erhaven turned away from Cale and peered out at the forest. The late Ollien’s secret spot had a fresh, grassy fragrance, but the crisp air couldn’t clear the haze in the ancient dragon’s mind.


  “Something’s not right.” A murdered dragon. A fake dragon slayer. And a half-blood dragon. “Raon is a true dragon. This youngster’s color is his own. Once he finishes his first growth phase, we’ll be able to determine his attribute as well.”


  Raon was a real dragon, without a shadow of doubt. Though he might be a bit peculiar, the youngling was extraordinary. Yet that half-blood shared the same color as Raon?


  It was then that another entity popped into his mind: Arm.


  With a lengthy sigh, he said, “Something is happening here that contradicts the laws of nature.” The good news was that they had the opportunity to correct these affronts to natural law.


  Erhaven studied the unlucky punk before him, a man who found himself at the center of it all. If Raon had died, then the only real black dragon would have disappeared from this world. Furthermore, this human was also the one who had uncovered the true identities of the half-blood dragon and the dragon slayer.


  The little kid has quite the journey ahead of him before he’s grown up. And I only have one year left.


  Erhaven wouldn’t have needed to worry if there had been a dragon lord among them, but nature hadn’t produced one since long before he was born.


  “How about we tackle things one at a time, Lord Erhaven?” Cale suggested.


  At that, Erhaven snorted. In some respects, the guy with only three days left to live was the most relaxed person here. “You’re so calm, even after hearing that your death is imminent.”


  “Isn’t all this just a part of life?” Cale Henituse—no, Kim Roksu—wasn’t too fussed about the current situation. In fact, he was feeling hopeful at the moment, seeing as he’d learned of a clue that would help him resolve the issue.


  Raon’s front paw, hidden within the bundle of blankets atop the pillow of grass, was twitching. He shuddered like a baby trying to flip over for the first time. Then his face scrunched in a frown, and his body went slack once more.


  After listening to the human declare that this was merely another bump on the road of life, Erhaven put his fretting to rest. He pointed to the dragon’s diary; they needed to address the most pressing issues first. “Go ahead and read it.”


  Cale returned his attention to the diary, which was open to the only page written in the Western Continent’s language. As Cale read through the text, his expression slowly changed.


   


  Monsters in the Liv-An region have been vanishing. Concerned that something was awry, I went to take a look.


   


  Ollien was referring to the area around Mount Liv and the city of Liv-An. There had always been a lot of monsters, but one day, their populations went into decline. Cale and Erhaven had come here partly to figure out why. It seemed Ollien had also been curious about the cause.


   


  As a result, I discovered a lake.


   


  A lake? That had to be the Water of Judgment’s location. But when Cale read what was written after that, his face stiffened.


   


  That lake was passing judgment on the monsters.


   


  Passing judgment? On monsters? Only then did he remember that the power’s owner was obsessed with fighting.


   


  It judged humans as well.


   


  Cale’s mind buzzed with questions. How exactly did the lake judge monsters and humans? What were its criteria? And its method? It was hard to imagine what might have happened.


   


  Though it was an arrogant power, nature must’ve had its reasons for leaving such an ability behind. I placed a barrier around the perimeter to prevent any further damage, then left the lake alone.


   


  Cale thought of the bandit leader he’d looted at Mount Liv. The man had indicated that there were still monsters around Liv-An, but their numbers had dropped to the point that mercenaries and merchants could be active in the area.


  Taking his time, Cale continued on.


   


  To be honest, I’m reluctant to call that place a “lake.” I’d rather call it an “imperious power resembling a god.”


   


  Which god did it resemble? Not the God of War? Cale’s head throbbed. He had already needed to use his shield, the pillar of water, and even the stone spears. If—and only if—he ever had to use this power after he gained it… The mere thought is horrifying.


  Forget about living out his slacker fantasies; it would take everything he had just to figure out a way to lie low and live in seclusion. But it wasn’t like he could easily hunt down another water-type Ancient Power in the next three days.


  Unaware of Cale’s thoughts, Erhaven gently consoled him. “I think the barrier around the lake prevented people from seeing it. The coordinates are listed here, so we can teleport there directly and enter the barrier.” With a note of concern, he added, “That said, even if I dispel the barrier for you, you must earn the Ancient Power on your own, as you did with the others. You must overcome whatever trial the power lays before you.”


  “Those were all trials?”


  “Yes?”


  “Huh. I see.” Cale recalled the encounters one by one: delivering bread to the tree, destroying the stone tower, digging underwater to free the top, throwing money into lava, and chewing on rock. He couldn’t begin to fathom what kind of bizarre task he would have to complete this time. Nevertheless, he didn’t worry too much about it; it was still preferable to getting bloodied in a fight.


  Hefting Raon back into his arms, he said, “Based on the coordinates, it looks like Liv-An is nearby. Let’s stop there first.”


  “Sure.”


   


  ***


   


  The Hope and Adventure Loving Inn, an establishment with quite a lengthy name, was host to a number of people working hard to fix the place up before its grand opening.


  The inn’s front door slowly swung open. Without bothering to look up, a bandit making a tablecloth snapped, “Hey! Ditching is one glove! Why do you even try when you know you’re gonna get caught? Unless you run fast enough to kick up a cloud of dust—never mind, there’s no dust here. Do you wanna be ground into dust?”


  “No.”


  “Then shut up and do your—” The bandit stopped short, clapping his mouth shut. He was one of five bandits in the hall, but even though one of them was theoretically running away, the others were being too quiet. And the voice that had responded to him just now sure sounded familiar…


  His tablecloth drifted to the ground, fluttering like a butterfly as it fell.


  The person who’d entered the building picked it up for him. “We can’t let this get dirty, am I right?”


  The bandit took stock of the newcomer and his red hair. Here was someone even scarier than both Mr. White Glove and the old man! “That’s right, sir!” he blurted out, taking the item with shaking hands. “Dust is evil! We must get rid of it! Tablecloths should be completely white!”


  Cale tilted his head. Why’s he acting like this? What’s he so scared of?


  He intended to put the bandits to work as servers, so he’d directed his team to make sure they were well fed and provided with proper clothes. Vicross had indeed followed Cale’s orders to the letter, and the bandits ate like kings. It was just that the bandit who assisted in the kitchen had a front-row seat to the way Vicross used his kitchen knife, and he’d told the others all about it. Now they were so terrified that they ate without knowing whether the food was going into their mouths or their noses.


  Cale regarded the five industrious bandits with confusion, until someone abruptly spoke up from behind his back. “You’re here, young master. You returned earlier than I expected.”


  Crap. Ron had approached without a sound, taking him by surprise. He signaled to the old assassin with his eyes, telling him to head up to the second floor.


  Cale climbed the stairs with Ron and Erhaven in tow. Vicross emerged from the kitchen to join them. When Cale reached to second floor, footsteps scurried his way.


  “Welcome back! That was fast!”


  “I missed you! Looks like our youngest is sleeping!”


  Ohn and Hong bustled with excitement as they came to say hello. Their faces fell when Cale entered a room and unfurled the blankets to set Raon on the bed.


  Taken aback, the cats meowed in surprise rather than speaking like humans. While they curled up on either side of the black dragon, Cale informed the group of Raon’s condition.


  “Raon is undergoing his first growth phase—he’s fighting against himself. His eyes are closed, but he can hear everything we’re saying.”


  At that, the cats ceased their mewing. Remaining by Raon’s side, they murmured among themselves.


  “They say beastfolk feel pain during their first berserk transformation too. We can’t have our youngest hurting.”


  “Our little brother is great and mighty even without growing up!”


  Cale watched Ohn and Hong say their piece, glued to Raon’s side all the while, before turning to check on Ron and Vicross. Despite their vicious occupations, the two of them were quite empathetic.


  Leaving the three children with Erhaven, Cale stepped out of the room, flicking his eyes for Ron to follow. The door opened and closed with a click.


  Once they were in the empty hallway, Ron met Cale’s eyes. “Is something wrong, young master? I presume the war isn’t over yet?”


  He really is quick on the uptake. Cale had called the astute manservant out alone, knowing he would’ve realized something was off.


  “Ron.”


  “Yes?”


  Ron was a scary old man, but he was also the most trustworthy person Cale knew.


  Cale wasn’t overly concerned about his circumstances at the moment. He thought his outlook was quite hopeful, and he had a feeling things would work out. The instincts he’d developed over the years told him he wasn’t going to die. Even so, one always had to prepare for the worst.


  He had told Albert the truth, though he didn’t know whether the prince would inform the others about his situation. They were in the middle of a war; there was no way to predict what might happen. Cale needed to be ready for his other companions to discover his predicament, then put measures in place in case the war took a dire turn.


  When it came to preparing for the worst-case scenario, Cale hadn’t hesitated to choose Ron as one of the people who would help him. Although Ron wasn’t the eldest member of their group overall, he was the oldest human, and he knew how to guide the others.


  Ron was also the first person Kim Roksu saw when he opened his eyes in this world. Since waking up in the universe of Birth of a Hero, Cale had spent more time with Ron than anyone else. Thus, he matter-of-factly told Ron about his condition.


  “Three days—or rather, two days and eight hours now.”


  “What are you counting down?”


  Cale grinned. His impassive voice floated through the hallway. “That’s the remaining time before the bomb inside my body explodes.”


  Ron’s cold eyes wavered for an instant. He noticed that Cale didn’t seem at all distressed, however; his young master’s steadfast gaze helped him calm down as well.


  Without a trace of uncertainty, Cale went on to ask Ron for a favor. “I’ll come back after I remove the bomb. Until then, I need you to take care of business as usual. Please.”


  Business as usual, he’d said. As if nothing was wrong.


  For the first time, Ron hesitated—truly hesitated—in front of Cale. The old assassin closed his eyes.


  While Cale waited for Ron’s response, the stone guardian’s voice resonated in his head. “Are you trying to become stronger?”


  No, not at all. But before Cale could refute the statement further, he heard someone else speak up.


  “Are you good at cussing?”


  What?


  He recognized that voice. It belonged to the money-crazed owner of the Fire of Destruction, the ancient who’d produced the sea of flames likely extinguished by the Water of Judgment. Suddenly that spirit had something to say too.


  The parchment inside Ollien’s diary had included a line about him: “I’m gonna go cause trouble like that firebolt cheapskate! Just watch!” It seemed the respective owners of the firebolt and the water ability had been familiar with each other.


  The Fire of Destruction’s owner continued, “The first hit has to be a straight. If you want to defeat her, you should come out cussing from the start. Or you could try to convince her that you’re looking to wreak havoc—then she might follow you. I helped her write her letter of resignation.”


  Cale brushed his hands over his eyes. You wrote that crazy letter together?


  “Thanks to that, I got to know her a bit. We bonded in combat after we realized that we both have similar values. She was easier to talk to than that stuffy old World Tree.”


  These deranged ancients… None of them are normal.


  “Young master?”


  Cale loosed a long, long sigh. “Life is so hard, Ron.”


  Ron’s features were usually arranged in either a benign smile or a frigid mask, but after seeing Cale’s sincere weariness, he’d assumed a brand-new expression. Cale didn’t have the leeway to notice, as he was busy dealing with the cheapskate fire that had popped out of nowhere.


  “I’ll help you out,” the spirit was saying. “By the way, do you have any cash on you? Don’t you want to strengthen the fiery thunderbolt? My fire torched the entire northern region of the Western Continent—aren’t you curious about what it’s really capable of? Don’t you want to have the fire that made even that old World Tree faint?”


  Absolutely not. Cale didn’t want the cheapskate’s help at all. “So hard,” he mumbled.


  When Ron heard his muttering, the assassin’s face crumpled. This time, Cale spotted the grimace on Ron’s face—and he flinched.


  At Cale’s reaction, Ron quickly banished his frown and donned his usual kindly smile. “Is it that difficult?”


  The looks flitting across the assassin’s face made Cale rush to reassure him. “No, I’m all right. It’s just a little tiring.”


  He was telling the truth. It was a little tiring, no thanks to this noisy ancient yapping in his head. And the ancient had a lot to say.


  “Can’t you throw me some money like you did last time? Just think about it! You can handle it now since your vessel got bigger!”


  Thankfully, the rambling soon ended. The fiery thunderbolt’s owner stopped talking after telling Cale to consider it.


  I suppose I would like to throw money around the way I did before… Cale thought back to the time when he tossed a ton of money into the lava. It had been a blast, really. He would also have plenty of dirty money at his disposal once he took over Liv-An’s underworld. Should I use that money?


  Cale felt a flicker of excitement. Throwing money around was thrilling, especially when it wasn’t his but rather the ill-gotten gains he’d appropriated from bad guys.


  His face smoothed over, as if he’d never looked unhappy in the first place.


  As Ron witnessed the transformation of Cale’s attitude, the corners of his wrinkled eyes twitched. It was the slightest of movements, imperceptible to anyone else, but Ron was undeniably agitated.


  This little pup master of his was only twenty years old. Twenty. Even if he had been born into a noble house and was possessed of a strong sense of responsibility, Cale was at an age when one ought to be running around in spacious fields and striving to achieve childhood dreams.


  Ron thought about his son, Vicross, who had been just ten when they escaped the Eastern Continent and fled west to Henituse territory. During that time, Vicross had to grow up fast; he hadn’t been able to do a lot of the things that children normally would. But this young man now spoke as if he were older and had experienced more of life’s trials than Vicross had.


  “No, I’m all right. It’s just a little tiring.”


  As someone who had lived to see old age, Ron felt the weight of those words.


  The “bomb” inside Cale’s body could only refer to his Ancient Powers. Ron had heard about Cale’s internal imbalance when they first visited Erhaven’s lair, and he was certain that this problem was related.


  He hadn’t forgotten how Cale had given him a new arm and taken his revenge for him. Now, Cale had asked him for a favor: “Until then, I need you to take care of business as usual. Please.”


  Remembering Cale’s request, Ron said tenderly, “As you wish, young master. I shall act like my usual self.”


  “Good. That’s all you need to do.”


  Cale found Ron’s choice of words oddly unnerving, but the assassin had promised to do as he wished, so he accepted the answer with a nod.


  The next day, Cale prepared to leave early in the morning. Even with the Energy of the Heart, he still needed three or four hours of sleep a night. It also helped to relieve some of the stress and fatigue he’d accumulated during the battle.


  Still, the sight that confronted him as soon as he awoke gave him a start. “What’s going on here?”


  Cale squinted at Ron, who was handing him his customary cup of honey lemon tea. He accepted the cup and took a sip; the bitter taste woke him up in a heartbeat.


  Ron smiled. “Lord Erhaven told me Raon needs to go with you.”


  Since they didn’t know when the growth phase might end, Raon was safest around Erhaven. Cale didn’t like the idea of dragging a sick kid around when he should be resting, but Erhaven assured him that it wouldn’t disturb Raon at all. In fact, the worst thing for Raon right now would be to put him in a situation where he didn’t feel safe and relaxed. The best course of action was to keep him close, so they would take him along.


  Ohn and Hong would be staying behind, as Cale didn’t want them to find out about his circumstances. As much as he wasn’t prone to tiptoeing around other people’s emotions, he didn’t want to cause the kids any heartache. Even Ron knowing about it was less than ideal.


  With these reasons in mind, he took the two disappointed kittens in his arms and set them down. But after he dismissed them, an even bigger tagalong got added to his trip.


  “I’ve brought you an errand boy,” Ron said. “He’s used to cooking and all other aspects of service, so he should be useful to have around.”


  “I’m not an errand boy, Father,” Vicross groused as he stood in front of Cale. He was his usual spotless self, but he held a sizable carrier. It resembled a baby sling, except that it was much bigger.


  Cale looked first at the carrier, then at Vicross and Ron. “Ron, you really are good at what you do,” he said honestly.


  “I simply do what is expected of me, young master.”


  Vicross glowered but otherwise ignored their exchange as he picked up the limp Raon and put him in the carrier. He recalled the conversation he had with his father.


  “Escort the young master.”


  “Did something happen?”


  “I cannot go myself, so you’re the only one I can rely on.”


  Ron’s response told Vicross that something serious was about to happen, but he couldn’t share the details. Accordingly, he settled Raon inside the carrier and looked to Cale.


  Rising to his feet, Cale declared, “Let’s go.”


   


  ***


   


  Cale looked around, listening to the snap of branches beneath his feet. The inn was in Liv-An and the stone pillar at Mount Liv, with this large forest between the two.


  He shot a glance at Vicross, who held Raon in the carrier, before turning to Erhaven.


  “This place is called Gray Eye Forest,” the ancient dragon said.


  The name alone gave it an air of mystery. Erhaven shared what he knew about this place with the three of them. His information came not from what he had read in the ancient dragon’s diary but from public knowledge.


  “They’ve been calling it that for a while, but nobody knows the story behind it. While there are still monsters in every other region around Liv-An, you won’t find any here in Gray Eye Forest.”


  Cale absorbed the scenery before him. It seemed like an ordinary forest, complete with the typical sounds you’d expect to hear in the wilderness.


  “Since there are no monsters, mercenaries and merchants have no reason to come here. There are just a few people who come in springtime to pick fruit.”


  “Have any of them gone missing?” Cale asked. After all, the ancient they were tracking down had judged both humans and monsters.


  “No.”


  Thanks to Ollien’s barrier, there had been no more monster deaths or missing persons.


  Erhaven smirked at Cale’s laid-back attitude. The human’s situation was hardly something to take lightly. “I don’t think you’re in a position to be so calm, Cale Henituse.”


  Red lightning flowed through the tips of Cale’s fingers. Crackle, crackle. Once they’d roamed around a bit, the firebolt glowed brighter.


  Boom! Boom! Boom! The Energy of the Heart had a more emphatic response than any other power; it pounded madly, as if it had found a way to maintain his body and keep him alive.


  A slow smile spread over Cale’s face. “Why say such a thing after you’ve already finished all of your preparations?”


  A veil of white-gold smoke surrounded the ancient dragon. Chuckling at Cale’s question, he stomped on the ground.


  Erhaven could feel traces of Ollien and the barrier he’d left behind. The aroma of fresh trees emanated from the heart of Gray Eye Forest, and Erhaven trailed after the scent. “Follow me.”


  Cale watched Erhaven set out, then shot Vicross a look and activated the Sound of the Wind. Vicross sighed and broke into a run.


  “I’m good at tagging along,” the chef remarked. He had honed his running skills as a child, when he followed his father during their escape from the east. Keeping up with Ron hadn’t been too hard.


  Cale waited for Vicross to rush past him before launching forward himself. Leaves whispered in the wind and branches nipped at his sleeves as he passed them by, yet the thumping of his heart was the loudest sound of all. An uneasy feeling took hold of him.


  This isn’t good.


  He was using the Sound of the Wind while the Fire of Destruction crackled away in his hand, but his body’s response differed from the usual hunger and bloody coughs. He felt woozy, as if his insides were being swept up in a wave. Unlike his indestructible skin, his organs weren’t under the Scary Stone’s protection; he could feel the damage.


  Boom! Boom! Boom!


  The Energy of the Heart made its presence known to the point that he could tell just how ravaged his insides were. Although his vessel had expanded to accommodate more power, it was still too weak. Even a large glass vase would be delicate in the end.


  Bang!


  Hearing a loud noise, Cale raised his head. White-gold mana transformed into a volley of arrows that shot forward, flying toward a section of the forest that seemed no different from any other. But when those arrows struck that “normal” stretch of forest…


  Bang! Green branches materialized and started to attack them.


  Erhaven laughed. “He always did have weird taste.” Rather than slowing down as the uncanny branches surged toward them, he sped up and kept firing mana arrows. “We’ll pierce right through them.”


  Cale trailed after the unwavering ancient dragon. Every time a mana arrow struck a branch, the branch exploded into dust with a resounding bang!


  Erhaven’s voice carried to Cale’s ears. “A dragon doesn’t necessarily need to have a natural attribute. It could just be an abstract element or even something completely unique.”


  Bang! Boom, boom! As the white-gold dragon ruptured the barrier, he shared his own experience with Cale and the young dragon.


  “When I first discovered my attribute, I faced a great deal of ridicule.” The other dragons had mocked Erhaven when his first growth phase revealed his attribute, and that derision had continued even after he matured. “My attribute was unsuited to my appearance, you see.”


  Though Erhaven’s looks outshone most other dragons’, his attribute left him no choice but to endure their jibes. Unfortunately, many among his kind were pricks with terrible personalities.


  Cale studied the dragon ahead of him, unsure what attribute his golden shade reflected.


  As another branch exploded, Erhaven spoke again. “Dust…or powder. That is my attribute.”


  The branches that crashed into the white-gold mana dissipated into fine particles. Come to think of it, Erhaven had destroyed the stone pillar at the villa by turning it into dust as well.


  “And it is a wonderful attribute indeed,” Erhaven added. He quite liked it. “I enjoyed beating my detractors into the ground hard enough to cause a dust storm or crushing them into powder.”


  He hadn’t let the dragons who taunted him go unpunished. Instead, he’d fought them—and he hadn’t lost a single battle since becoming an adult. Even if people pointed their fingers and scorned him, it was he who determined his own value, not anyone else.


  Erhaven was imparting all this to Cale and Raon for a reason.


  “Nothing in nature exists without a purpose. There is meaning behind everything in this world.”


  He had heard about the Water of Judgment’s owner from Cale on their way to the inn after visiting Ollien’s lair. Reading the diary had also told him that it was an arrogant power, reminiscent of a god.


  Although its name may have sounded imposing, the Water of Judgment was ultimately a human power despite its supposedly godlike capabilities. The power’s value would be determined by its wielder’s character.


  “It all comes down to how you choose to express the Ancient Power’s will, Cale.” With those words, Erhaven turned the final branch to dust and passed into the barrier.


  Cale had fallen into step beside him at some point. As they entered the protected zone, he finally replied, “Thank you for your advice.”


  Erhaven flashed a fleeting smile. Tap. The instant his foot touched the ground, however, he winced. “These are…”


  Needles. As the lake came into view, he felt as if countless needles were poking at his skin.


  “I see why they call it the Gray Eye Forest,” Cale said, unfazed.


  A lake shaped like a human eye lay before them, its waters gray.


  Vicross stepped behind Erhaven, as if his instincts urged him to take Raon and hide behind the strongest member of the party.


  “A violent sensation of needles stabbing your skin, eh? I’ve never encountered such a formidable Ancient Power before.” Erhaven understood why Ollien had called it arrogant. Turning to Vicross, he asked, “Are you all right?”


  When Vicross shook his head, the ancient dragon swiftly created a shield for him.


  Once shielded, Vicross looked much better. He’d gone speechless the moment he set eyes on the lake. He had the eerie sense that someone had tied him up and was observing him. It was a terrible, bone-chilling feeling.


  Vicross gulped and averted his gaze from the water. He didn’t want to be anywhere near this power, or even perceive it.


  Sensing movement inside the carrier, he glanced down to see if Raon had woken up. The black dragon was still limp. After watching over Raon for a while longer, Vicross hugged the carrier to his chest, assuming he must’ve been mistaken.


  Though Raon could neither see nor speak, the sensitive dragon was still able to hear and feel. He’d experienced the same blood-curdling sensation as Vicross. The young dragon understood Cale’s situation and knew the human would try to obtain this power. His heart pounded more frantically than ever before.


  Unaware of Raon’s reaction, Erhaven addressed Cale. “I haven’t felt this much ferocity in a long time. Shall I shield you as well? Even with your own shield, you’ll probably find it challengi—”


  Boom.


  The ground lurched beneath their feet.


  Cale heard the voice of the cheapskate yet again. “Wow, hot damn! So cool. She’s swinging first, just like I taught her!”


  What? Cale didn’t get the chance to follow up, as a vibration surged up his legs. His head whipped toward the lake.


  With a loud roar, the gray waters gushed into the air. They coalesced into the shape of a giant spear.


  Cale’s brow creased. It looks ready to attack at any moment. I thought Ancient Powers had to be earned through weird rituals?


  Shudders continued to rack the earth. The spear that had risen from the lake sharpened, its tip aiming directly at Cale.


  In order to earn an Ancient Power, the seeker had to face its trial on their own.


  Do I need to fight? Am I supposed to win against that spear? Didn’t they say I just need to curse, land the first hit, and convince her to wreak havoc with me?!


  Cale’s features twisted in a deep scowl. He shouldn’t have trusted these crazy ancients.


  At that moment, Vicross groaned from inside the shield. The ferocious aura was giving him a migraine. Erhaven cast another shield layer around him, then turned back to Cale.


  “I’ve never felt such a bloodthirsty aura from an Ancient Power! Will you be okay?” the dragon asked, concerned. He hadn’t anticipated this. “Can you handle this?”


  “What bloodthirsty aura?”


  That gave Erhaven pause. Cale was frowning and sounded confused, but he didn’t seem to be in pain.


  “Can’t you feel anything?” the gold dragon asked. “You don’t sense anything in this area?”


  “No. It’s not so bad. I mean, I guess I do feel like it’d hurt if I got pierced by that spear,” Cale said.


  Erhaven was speechless. He really doesn’t feel anything? It’s strong enough to make me falter, and I’m an ancient dragon. He could see why Ollien had chosen to place a barrier around the area.


  Cale really was fine, but Erhaven’s and Vicross’s reactions told him something wasn’t right.


  Boom! The ground bucked yet again—though in truth, it was the lake itself that was rumbling, sending out aftershocks that reached Cale.


  With a hiss of rushing water, the gray spear honed in on Cale as if asking for a fight…and that was exactly what it was doing.


  The cheapskate piped up again. “Looks like we’re gonna need to fight first. This gal really loves a good brawl. Did she choose a battle for his trial, then?”


  Cale clenched his teeth. “Damn it.” I need to fight when I’m already feeling woozy?


  As Cale heaved a sigh, the gray spear surged forward.


  Erhaven flinched at the weapon’s approach. Should I help Cale? But if I do that, he won’t be able to get the Ancient Power.


  Worry plain on his face, the ancient dragon took a step toward Cale—then went still. The unlucky human was smiling.


  While Cale watched the roaring spear fly toward him, the cheapskate kept prattling on. Cale couldn’t help but laugh at what it had to say.


  “She never could beat any of us, though.”


  A repressed power couldn’t defeat one that was free. It would be one thing if its limits were self-imposed, but a power restricted by another entity would never overcome a power with the ability to make its own decisions.


  The Fire of Destruction’s owner recalled a memory from long ago, thinking about two individuals who had freely chosen their own goals and responsibilities, unlike the Water of Judgment’s owner. “She and I fought to a draw many times, but she always lost to the glutton and that stubborn rockhead.”


  The glutton and the stubborn rockhead. Wood and earth. The Unbreakable Shield and the Scary Stone. This repressed power had never won against them.


  “Not to mention the suppressor dominates the judge too,” the spirit added.


  Cale was reminded of the small amount of Fire-Suppressing Water he had in his possession.


  Boom. As another quake rattled the ground, Cale saw a silver shield open up before the spear.


  This was a trial to earn an Ancient Power, and Cale still had abilities that would allow him to overcome it.




  Chapter 54:
To Devour


   


  WITH A CACOPHONOUS bang, the spear slammed into the shield.


  Cale grunted and clutched at his stomach. He felt nauseated, as if his insides might start doing backflips. This was different from the sensation he experienced every so often when the Energy of the Heart activated. His brittle vessel had become as weak as could be, sending spasms of pain through him.


  “Damn it.” A drop of blood trickled from Cale’s mouth to his chin before plopping onto the ground. The droplet was bright red—this wasn’t the black, dead blood that usually oozed from between his lips. The fishy stench of blood saturated the area around the lake shaped like a gray eye.


  This time, Vicross saw it: Raon’s front paws were moving. Little by little, his stubby feet quivered and twitched before Vicross’s eyes.


  The smell of blood sent the black dragon’s heart into overdrive. Thump, thump. He knew without a doubt that Cale was the one bleeding.


  Raon was itching to open his eyes and see what was going on, but he was still far away, in another world. Since his first growth phase began, he’d had to travel through his dreams—or rather, to face a trial that imitated a dream. His instincts told him that he needed to pass this trial to fight beside Cale, but it was hard to overcome so quickly.


  The dragon examined his body, taking in his stubby front paws, tiny frame, and petite wings—all covered in injuries. He was fighting without rest, unable to use his magic inside the dreamscape. Without access to magic, a dragon who had yet to complete their first growth phase was pitifully weak.


  He looked down under his feet. Ever since this dreamlike trial had commenced, people had been clinging to his ankles: Cale, Ohn, and Hong; Goldie Gramps, Choi Han, and Rosalyn; Ron, Lark, Mary, Vicross; and countless others… Too many lives were weighing Raon down, forcing him to push onward with them dangling from his limbs.


  Turning his eyes skyward, he stared at the dragon overhead—an imposing creature incomparable to his short self. While most adult dragons were around twenty meters long, this one was nearly thirty meters from tip to tail. His scales were black, his eyes dark blue.


  Deep down, Raon knew. That dragon is me. He’s me as an adult. The large black dragon soared freely through the sky, alone and unburdened by anyone. I need to fight that dragon and win.


  Thanks to his dragon’s intuition, Raon knew he could only overcome this trial by defeating his future self. To that end, he’d been fighting this massive black dragon even though he didn’t have a chance of victory. He was too weak to defeat such a strong opponent. And yet, despite being aware of this, Raon couldn’t give up—not when he could hear and smell what was going on in the real world.


  “Shit!”


  Raon could hear his weak human’s voice in the outside world. Cale was speaking the way he did whenever he was frustrated or annoyed. Raon glanced down, confirming that the voice came not from the specter-Cale gripping his ankles but from the man himself.


  Cale had said that he only had three days.


  This blood smells like my human. I need to save him!


  Raon launched into the sky. It was somewhat—no, extremely—difficult to fly with the people hanging off of him, but he never stopped flapping his wings; after all, he didn’t resent the ones weighing him down. Once again, he charged at the big black dragon looking down on him. Raon wasn’t afraid of the dragon, only that he’d return to reality too late.


  As Cale grappled with things in the real world Raon was desperate to get back to, he couldn’t help but swear. “Augh, goddamn it!”


  Cale grimaced more profoundly than ever as he hacked up blood, spitting out curse after curse. His quaking insides felt ready to rearrange themselves, and all the crimson blood gushing up his throat left him delirious.


  The spear of gray water and the silver shield collided once again. Bang! Despite the deafening crash, the shield was unscathed; it didn’t even budge. Unfortunately, the same was true of the water spear aiming for Cale.


  Though the spear had somewhat collapsed on impact, it regained its form in no time at all and surged at Cale again. The shield and the spear clashed over and over again, as if each sought to devour the other.


  Bang! Bang! Bang!


  Cale scrubbed the blood from his mouth and glared at the gray spear. His body’s vessel had reached its limit. His organs roiled with an intensity incomparable to the dizziness he felt while using the Sound of the Wind to travel. In this state, he couldn’t use the Unbreakable Shield or the Scary Stone as much as he would have liked.


  “She always lost to the glutton and that stubborn rockhead.” Or so the Fire of Destruction’s owner had said, but Cale didn’t have the leeway to wield those powers freely.


  Nevertheless, he held steady as he eyed the spear and the lake beyond. I’ll have one chance. With the shield activated, he could only use the Scary Stone once. Repeating the words one chance to himself, Cale blocked another jab from the water spear.


  Bang! Another loud impact.


  Erhaven observed the battle with knitted brows. He sensed an unbelievable energy emanating from the water spear. The Water of Judgment was a cold and ruthless power that seemed ready to execute sinners on the spot.


  Something’s not right. There truly was something strange about this. None of the Ancient Powers Erhaven knew of across history were strong enough to serve as someone’s main source of power. However, some of the abilities that this unlucky Cale Henituse had in his possession rivaled—if not surpassed—most formidable fighters.


  Erhaven winced as he sensed Cale’s insides twisting. “Oh dear.” The human’s vessel was about to shatter.


  This Ancient Power was said to be an arrogant, practically godlike entity, but Cale wasn’t in optimal condition to subdue a force on that level. Could he really win this? Was it possible in his current state? It was difficult for even this wise, ancient dragon to determine.


  Yet there was one thing Erhaven knew for certain. “It’s difficult using conventional methods.”


  Whoosh. As another reverberation rattled the lake, Erhaven’s eyes widened. He touched his arm, surprised to discover his skin prickling with goosebumps.


  Then Cale’s shout carried to his ears. “What the hell? This is ridiculous, damn it! Absolutely insane!”


  Cale had raised his voice in spite of himself. Something was ascending from the bottom of the lake: a set of chains formed from water. With a great splash, the chains vaulted out of the depths as if to shackle the hands and feet of the sinner before them.


  He seethed, his frustration mounting. First a water spear, and now chains? Meanwhile, the din in his head had fallen away; the booming voices of the ancients said nothing further. Now that he thought about it, the other ancients always went silent whenever he was trying to earn another power.


  Multiple chains surged out of the lake, clanking as they stuck to the water spear. It seemed they were going to attack Cale in tandem with the spear.


  “Screw this.” Cale’s agitation was getting the better of him. “It sure uses some weird shit. As expected from something called the Water of Judgment.”


  “That’s not me.” A clear voice with a strange, cavernous echo filled Cale’s mind—a woman’s voice. It was the Water of Judgment’s owner, without a doubt. Cale always heard the voice of the ancient when he was about to complete the trial. “No, this isn’t who I am!”


  Her serene voice pitched to a shriek, and Cale covered his ears with a groan.


  Water roared as the chains fused with the spear, expanding to truly epic proportions. The surface of the lake rolled and swayed.


  “This isn’t my power! This isn’t me! I-I’m not a judge!”


  Cale stopped clutching his head. She’s not a judge? Something flickered in his eyes.


  “I-I am…! I’m…!” The Ancient Power’s spirit kept sputtering out the same thing, giving Cale a headache.


  “Then who are you?” he demanded. If you aren’t the judge, what are you? That’s what everybody calls you.


  A murmur reached him then. “I…am one who doesn’t know freedom.”


  Hearing a screech, Cale looked up. The monstrous, chained water spear was aiming right at him; just looking at it made his breath stutter in his chest.


  As Erhaven watched this unfold, a thought occurred to him. “She’s chained down by a god.”


  “I am chained,” the owner of the Ancient Power said in Cale’s mind. She was bound by divine shackles of duty and obligation, repressed by an identity ascribed to her. The moment she was born, she was shackled and bound. Then, as soon as the god found her, he bestowed a name upon her and handed her over to the people.


  “I want to get out of these chains. Free me.”


  The Ancient Power’s owner had fled to a far corner of the Eastern Continent, but her identity had already been lost. Now she wanted to reclaim her authentic self. She longed to unleash her power at least once—the same power that god had once cherished yet had no choice but to chain down.


  “The god called me the ‘judge’—possessor of the Water of Judgment. But I have a name that I chose for myself. Holders of Ancient Powers always choose their own names, but I lost that chance. I want a new chance to give myself a name.”


  This ancient wanted to use the name she’d picked out for herself, and she’d found someone who could give her that opportunity. She sensed the powers of those who had helped her escape to the Eastern Continent long ago. They gave her a hand in writing a letter of resignation, started a fire to create a diversion, and shielded her from the white snakes. Next they carried her on the wind so she could flee, and finally they provided her with a body as sturdy as stone. There was even a kind soul who consoled her as a conversation buddy. In the end, all of them had sacrificed themselves for the good of the world.


  Their scent emanated from this redheaded man.


  “I am not a judge,” she repeated.


  The gray lake started to burble.


  Water was inclined to flow from top to bottom, and that was how it was meant to be. The laws of nature dictated that liquid spill downward. This ancient, however, defied the natural order; thus, though a god cherished her, he’d had to tie her down and force her to live among the humans.


  The owner of the Ancient Power had only uttered her chosen name after she arrived at the Eastern Continent and earned her freedom.


  “I am a retrogressive water.”


  Retrogressive—one who didn’t travel the normal path.


  The spirit’s voice in Cale’s mind gradually softened, fading away as if vanishing further into a distant cave. Still, Cale could hear her clearly enough to make out her final words.


  “I am the Sky-Devouring Water.”


  That was the first name she chose for herself after throwing away her identity as the Water of Judgment.


  Another shriek sounded above, and Cale lifted his head. Once the spirit’s voice disappeared, the chains steered the water spear’s tip toward Cale anew.


  “They’re the traces of a god.”


  Erhaven’s remark went unheard, as the roaring of the water consumed every other noise.


  The giant gray spear shot toward Cale. At the same time, the chains lashed out, seeking to tie down his limbs.


  “No!” This was too much. Erhaven felt a power that went against the laws of nature in the chains and the spear. It wasn’t something Cale could handle. “Cale!”


  Erhaven had no choice but to dash toward Cale, firing off some white-gold mana in his direction. Yet despite his efforts, he couldn’t reach him in time.


  Cale watched the chains and water spear hurtle toward him with a smile on his face. Retrogressive, are we? He liked the name “Sky-Devouring Water” quite a bit; it was much better than the Water of Judgment.


  While he no longer heard the other ancients, he felt their abilities making their presence known throughout his body.


  Facing the spear head-on, he said, “In that case, I’ll go against the flow too.”


  The Sound of the Wind gathered under Cale’s feet. As his body zipped forward, he turned to flash his anxious companions a reassuring smile.


  Then his feet left the ground, taking him along a path he never should have trod. It was as if he were a jet of water aiming for the untouchable heavens. Soon, the result of his choice reached his ears.


  Wsshhh!


  The Gray Eye Lake sprawled before him, and he plunged into its depths. Certain that the water couldn’t harm him, Cale let himself sink into the lake.


  It was difficult to see clearly in the water, as if the lake was congested with fog. Only the red blood dripping out of Cale’s mouth marked his way as he sank toward the bottom.


  Cale’s body began to shake. The lake rumbled, pulsating in rhythm as though it were someone’s heartbeat. Boom! Boom! Boom! While Cale’s head rattled with the pounding, the voice that had disappeared spoke again, echoing throughout the lake.


  The spirit of the Water of Judgment—no, the Sky-Devouring Water—had returned.


  “I was born a slave. I don’t know who my parents are. The only thing I remember is the chains around my ankles. But one day, a god came to find me.”


  The shackles binding her feet were her first memory. She was told over and over that she’d never exceed her roots as a slave, but then that god had sought her out. “He told me I had talent and freed me from slavery.”


  Declaring that she could use her skills to make the world a better place, the god shattered her first set of chains.


  “But then he placed new binds on me instead. That chain’s name was the Water of Judgment.” These new fetters bound not her body but her heart. “Because I had a god’s favor, people revered me. They believed I would solve their problems. Some wanted to use me instead—they were the ones who affixed new chains to my ankles…so I ran away.”


  She’d done so before she could be bound a third time.


  “I met some people who were willing to help me and fled to the Eastern Continent.”


  It was the only time in her life that she had ever known happiness. Her life on the run was rife with danger, but she was satisfied.


  The ones who had aided her escape had chosen to bind themselves to their duties, staying behind on the Western Continent to stand and fight. Thus, she’d gone off alone on her journey. That was how she had won her freedom.


  Boom! Boom! Boom!


  The pulsing in the lake’s depths quickened. Cale’s body shuddered violently, as if he’d been caught in a current. The chains sliced through the haze, roaring toward him. The translucent links of water clinked and clanged as they raced up from the lake floor.


  Then the spirit’s voice reached him again, this time with a note of laughter. “But I didn’t know how to live freely. I’d never had the option.”


  She was finally free, but she had no idea how to live that way.


  The lake’s rumbling reached a fever pitch, but the chains were unaffected; they continued their headlong charge at Cale. Setting upon him, they wasted no time in binding his limbs.


  Wsshhh! Clang!


  Cale furrowed his brow, struggling to regain his bearings. The chains wound around his arms and legs and yanked him down to the bottom of the lake, dragging him into the dark abyss as if they never meant to let him leave again.


  The next instant, another fierce tremor shook the lake. Boom!


  Cale choked out a grunt at the impact.


  A quiver ran through the chains. The water churned harder, jarring Cale’s body and at last even the steadfast chains with wild undulations.


  Boom. Boom. The rumbling swelled still further, sweeping up the chains in the current.


  “Run away.” The woman’s entreaty filled Cale’s mind. Her voice receded as it had before, but he caught her faint words. “I cannot command these chains.”


  Out of nowhere, Cale grinned from ear to ear.


  As if on cue, the power keeping him alive down here revealed itself. With a low hum, a blue pendant shimmered at his neck—a pure, azure shade that couldn’t be seen in this murky lake. All this time, he’d been able to breathe thanks to the Fire-Suppressing Water. As Cale activated the tiny amount he had left, a blue glow surrounded his body. Even this small portion of the Fire-Suppressing Water retained its dominating nature.


  There was a series of cracks, and the chains restraining his limbs broke apart. Cale gently brushed their remnants away.


  “Is that a power of domination?” As the woman spoke in his mind, Cale cracked his neck to loosen up. The murk inside the lake didn’t cloud his eyes; his purposeful gaze was clear.


  Why would I run away? Cale had no reason to flee from a battle he could win. He made a beeline for the lake floor, no longer compelled by the chains or any other outside powers. His goal lay at the bottom.


  While Cale continued his descent to the deepest part of the lake, those onshore had no clue as to what was going on. Vicross in particular couldn’t detect anything in their prickly surroundings. He could only see that the water spear had abruptly frozen in place. The chains plunged into the water as though in pursuit of Cale, emitting an eerie hiss as they moved.


  Vicross shifted on his feet, as if ready to bolt toward the lake, but he held back. When Cale first sprang into the lake, Vicross had seen the smile on his face. His expression, devoid of any fear, had essentially told them not to worry about him.


  Cale wouldn’t follow a course with no chance of success; he always assessed the situation calmly. If he had chosen to jump into the lake, he must have had a reason.


  I guess I need to wait.


  No sooner had Vicross concluded that he needed to give Cale time than Erhaven’s frown had him second-guessing himself. “Lord Erhaven?”


  The ancient dragon didn’t respond; he just kept frowning at the lake. There wasn’t much more he could do. Cale had thrown himself into the lake as if he had a plan. Knowing the usual Cale, Erhaven shouldn’t have been worried at all…but something was off.


  I can’t feel him. From the moment Cale vanished beneath the water’s surface, Erhaven hadn’t been able to sense him. That nature-packed aura of his had evaporated in an instant, as if it had been wholly cut off from this world.


  And there was someone who’d realized this even sooner than Erhaven had.


  Thump. Thump.


  Raon’s heart hammered in his chest. He was more sensitive to Cale’s presence and aura than anyone else, so he’d picked up on their sudden disappearance in no time at all. Thanks to the noises in his surroundings, he had a decent idea of what was going on. The intelligent dragon suspected that either Cale had jumped into the lake or something in the lake was preventing him from sensing the human. Even so, the young dragon felt Cale’s absence all too keenly. He couldn’t detect even the slightest hint of him.


  Thump. Thump.


  With Erhaven and Vicross around, he knew nothing serious would befall Cale. This was something he believed implicitly. Nevertheless, the look in Raon’s eyes started to change.


  Erhaven’s voice reached Raon’s ears from beyond the dream. “Don’t worry about Cale, kiddo.”


  But these words didn’t satisfy Raon Mir.


  One minute. Two minutes. Time dragged on, but still his human’s aura was undetectable. This was the first time something like this had happened; Raon had never lost track of Cale so completely.


  Raon raised his head. In the trial arena within his dream, the large dragon continued to peer down at him. He would have to defeat that dragon in order to wake from this dream. He needed to get out—to put an end to this trial as quickly as possible. What could he do in the face of such an overwhelming adversary?


  The young dragon went on flapping his wings, paying no mind to his wounds or the people at his feet, as he racked his brain for ways to defeat an opponent who outclassed him. In the past, he had fretted about what to do when he encountered a powerful enemy, like another dragon.


  Suddenly, Raon’s eyes glinted. He recalled a conversation he had with Cale at some point in the stone guardian’s villa. He’d been hiding under the blankets at the time, disappointed at his inability to enter his first growth phase and wondering what to do if he ever met another dragon and had to fight them.


  “What if I meet a dragon who’s really awful?”


  “I thought you were smart,” Cale had replied.


  “I am smart! No… I can’t even grow—”


  Cale had given him a very simple answer. “You’ll just have to run.”


  “What?”


  “If you meet a nasty dragon, just run away.”


  Just run away. If he met an opponent he couldn’t defeat, Cale had told him to flee without a second thought. Cale then went on to explain why: “Being alive is what makes you great and mighty.”


  Raon raised his head to look at the huge dragon once again. He had assumed that he needed to defeat that black dragon to overcome this trial, but…


  “You survived that cave.”


  In that moment, the words he’d heard from his human arose in his mind.


  “Surviving? That’s true strength.”


  At last, Raon could see it all so clearly. In place of the massive dragon flying over his head, he fixed his eyes on the sky. The expanse was so fast that this thirty-meter behemoth could never blot it out, so high that the dragon could never reach its zenith.


  That’s it. In the end, it was his experiences that told Raon what to do rather than his dragon’s instincts. The adventures and memories he shared with Cale showed him an alternate path.


  Defeating that dragon in combat wasn’t the only way to complete the trial. All he had to do was find a way to leave this arena. A switch-up in his strategy.


  Raon grinned. If someone were to see this smile, they would say it looked like Cale’s.


  The young dragon resumed flapping his wings. He had heard that a dragon’s growth phase was a battle against oneself, but now he had realized something else: He didn’t actually need to fight himself at all. The issue was this battlefield, which forced him into conflict with his future self. Once he changed his goal, myriad paths opened up before him. While only one path led to that strong dragon, there were many ways to reach the towering sky beyond. It was up to him to choose which one to take.


  The corners of the young dragon’s lips quirked ever higher. A dragon who had grown up alone wouldn’t have had anyone to teach them something like this. Dragons were selfish and violent creatures, always on the alert, and thus they preferred to live in solitude—but Raon had learned a lot from others.


  He finally identified his preferred method: running away. It wasn’t cowardly, as winning wasn’t what mattered most; it was more important for everyone to survive.


  And in that moment, Raon Mir the black dragon felt his heart swell with joy.


  The giant black dragon only occupied a portion of the sky. Raon focused his attention past the sky—that was where he needed to go. There was his way out.


  When he took off, Raon dislodged the people from his ankles.


  “These are all fake!” he declared. Neither the dragon above him nor the people weighing him down were real; this entire battlefield was an illusion. The truth lay elsewhere, in the real world. Raon would follow the path that he had learned, and that was the true reality. At the end of it, he could see the people he’d bonded with waiting for him.


  He would save them, no matter what.


  Raon climbed higher into the air. He had to hurry—he couldn’t feel his weak human’s aura. His growth phase meant little to him, considering he was already strong. He just needed to do as his human had taught him.


  “If you survive and return to settle the score with that dragon—or whatever your enemy is—you’ll win.”


  There was nothing else to it.


  Raon powered past the large dragon and through the sky, into the reality beyond it. He poured everything he had into his ascent, never stopping no matter how difficult it was.


  His headlong flight triggered a few changes. The mana he’d had no access to in the dream began to envelop his body. Raon had recovered the strength that the trial had sealed away from him.


  Ignorant of this fact, Raon continued flying ever higher, fixing his gaze skyward and nowhere else.


   


  ***


   


  Meanwhile, the man who had been heading downward for what seemed like an eternity finally neared his destination. Cale could see the bottom of the lake.


  Hearing the water shift above him, he glanced back. The chains slithered through the murky water, resuming their attack despite the Fire-Suppressing Water’s dominating essence. They targeted Cale with extreme prejudice, treating him like a sinner deserving of judgment. It seemed they would stop only if they succeeded in binding his limbs.


  “Run away!” the voice insisted, louder than last time. “Your aura of domination is getting weaker.”


  Just as she said, Cale’s supply of Fire-Suppressing Water was dwindling.


  “Get out of here!”


  The lake rumbled again, redirecting the chains’ advance, but Cale made no move to escape. Why does she keep telling me to run? Cale smirked as he touched down on the lake floor. His surroundings were so cloudy that he couldn’t see too far in front of him. His body swayed in the currents, and he could hear the chains cutting through the water in an attempt to reach him.


  Nevertheless, the bottom of the lake was still the earth.


  Cale’s insides churned incessantly. He didn’t want to experience this kind of internal upheaval ever again; that was why he made up his mind when he saw the lake.


  I’ll wreak havoc starting from the inside.


  He stomped on the ground at the bottom of the lake.


  BOOM!


  A thundering slam louder than any sound in the encounter thus far reverberated through the lake.


  He had one chance. Cale could only use the Scary Stone’s power once—and it was here and now.


  Enormous stone spears emerged from the lake floor, stirring the water further. Fwoosh! Cale didn’t pick fights he would lose. He was going to win.


  Above the water, Vicross recoiled at the mighty rumble before he steadied himself, looking toward the lake. The surface was thrumming, and he was certain Cale had something to do with it. Still, he blurted out, “What’s going on, sir?”


  His expression was grave as he supported the carrier with both hands, but it was nowhere near as grim as Erhaven’s. The ancient dragon’s gaze brimmed with concern as he peered at Raon in the carrier—then abruptly rubbed his eyes in bewilderment.


  Black mana was rising from Raon’s body. It coalesced, gradually enveloping the young dragon’s form.


  Erhaven couldn’t believe it. “You can’t use mana during your first growth phase…”


  During this phase, dragons couldn’t draw upon their magic. Although one might assume their mana was only cut off inside the dream, it was sealed in the real world as well. That was what made the growth phase so hazardous. While dragons were embroiled in an internal battle against themselves, their inability to protect their bodies with mana exposed them to external dangers.


  At least, that was how it was supposed to be. So how was this young dragon releasing his mana? It wasn’t normal. Erhaven had never seen anything like it.


  Erhaven had assumed Raon would either take an extremely long time to complete his first growth phase or overcome the trial in a snap. But even in the latter scenario, the ancient dragon hadn’t expected it to be over this fast.


  How did this youngster defeat his future self so quickly? Erhaven had no way of knowing what had happened.


  A dragon faced their mature self during their first growth phase. That adult dragon relied solely on their physical strength, unable to use Dragon Breath or any magic, but they still presented a daunting figure for young dragons who couldn’t use magic themselves.


  That was why each growth phase was a battle against oneself. Young dragons knew that their stronger selves would take a long time to defeat. Therefore, the time it took a dragon to complete their first growth phase determined their potential.


  There was, of course, a way for young dragons to defeat their foes. It had to do with the dragon’s attribute—the unique affinity that no other dragon would share. Once that dormant attribute was activated, young dragons could overpower their future selves. The method and time it took for them to accomplish this affected the development of their vessels.


  However, this youngster was different from all the rest. Erhaven’s years of experience told him something: This kiddo wasn’t fighting his future self right now.


  “Then what is he fighting with?” Erhaven couldn’t hide his confusion and concern. Nothing else existed in the trial’s arena. Just what was this little one fending off instead?


  In truth, Raon wasn’t fighting an opponent; he was pitting himself against the very battlefield, trying to break free.


  Even as more mana and sweat drenched Raon’s body and his fever worsened, Erhaven saw a smile on the young dragon’s face. “He’s…smiling?”


  It dawned on him then that Raon wasn’t in combat; he was escaping from the arena. As Erhaven watched, Raon’s lips opened and closed—a sign that he was about to wake up.


  Though Raon remained unconscious for the moment, Erhaven heard him mumble, “I, Raon Mir, am great and mighty!”


  Erhaven huffed a laugh in spite of himself, his eyes crinkling with mirth.


  He had another cause for concern apart from Raon’s use of mana: his lack of a vessel. Instead of growing larger, this young black dragon’s vessel was slowly breaking into pieces and disappearing. Though this situation worried Erhaven, the vessel’s absence could have had another meaning.


  “The world itself is his vessel.”


  Raon was overcoming something. At this very moment, the little dragon was transcending his limitations.


  Just as he realized what was going on with Raon, Erhaven felt something shooting up from the bottom of the lake.


  The look on Vicross’s face grew progressively more melancholy. Cale hadn’t said anything before jumping into the lake, and Erhaven wasn’t saying anything now, leaving Vicross to stew in his anxiety. And to top it all off, this little dragon was grinning even though he was clearly in pain. Even if he was a dragon, it was still odd.


  What the hell is going on?


  Vicross’s gloom remained. He was an ordinary chef and swordsman; he couldn’t make heads or tails of any of this.


  That was when it happened.


  BOOM!


  Vicross steadied himself with a grunt, clutching the carrier in his arms. An even bigger rumble than before ripped through the ground.


  What is going on in there?


  His eyes sliced toward the lake just in time to see the gray waters open up.


  Erhaven laughed like mad. “This is magnificent!”


  The lake’s surface dipped and pulled apart, creating multiple gaps—and then stone spears surged up from each and every one.


  Wsshhh! Wsshhh!


  Cale perched atop the largest spear, lips quirked up in a smirk.


  Erhaven couldn’t help chuckling at the sight. Both the youngster and the unlucky punk were smiling in the face of adversity. As the eldest member of their group, how could Erhaven not laugh along with them?


  In his excitement, the ancient dragon said something befitting his personality for the first time in ages: “That’s it! Destroy everything!”


  Vicross’s face only darkened at that, though no one else was in a position to notice. Cale heard Erhaven’s voice loud and clear, but he couldn’t see the ancient dragon’s face; a veil of gray dominated his vision.


  Dozens of chains surged out of the lake in pursuit of the largest stone spear, flying at Cale as if to capture him. In a blink, the creaking chains joined forces, converging around the already-bound water spear to make it even larger.


  Cale wasn’t about to sit back and watch it happen. He had every intention of doing exactly as Erhaven said: destroying everything.


  “Break it.”


  The stone spears moved at his command.


  Baaang! Bang! Bang!


  A series of explosions cracked through the air as the stone spears pulverized the chains, sending gray water splashing from all directions and soaking Cale in the process. The battle between the chains and spears prevented anyone from seeing anything.


  “What a mess,” Cale said, grinning at the mayhem in front of him. The broken chains reverted to formless water, unable to reclaim their previous shape. Chains really were useless after they’d been shattered just once.


  Cale pivoted toward the roaring water spear as it pointed its tip at him yet again. There were still lots of chains wrapped around it.


  “I wish to break free,” he heard the Sky-Devouring Water’s owner say.


  Cale made the stone spears freeze in place. Many were broken, and he lacked the strength to make any more. He, too, would only have one chance—and his success depended on the Scary Stone.


  The chains emitted metallic shrieks as they coiled around the water spear. Soon its original form was concealed within this new, serpentine mass of chains. But even with the snake’s snout pointing his way, Cale could see it wavering.


  “Do you think it’s possible?”


  As the ancient’s question reached his mind, the chain serpent sprang at him.


  “Go.”


  The stone spears obeyed his order, charging at the chain serpent. Though there were fewer of them than before, the dozens of spears shooting toward the serpent made for a grand spectacle.


  Acting as though the stone spears didn’t exist, the chain serpent hurtled toward Cale.


  From his position standing on the stone spear at the center of the lake, Cale could hear the serpent’s watery slithering and the spears whizzing through the air. Just before the stone spears slammed into the chains, he stretched his arm toward the sky.


  “If you’re going to make a mess, you have to do it the right way.”


  A curious growl sounded from the heavens, and a red light winked at Cale’s fingertips. He only had one chance to use the Scary Stone, sure, but there were plenty of other powers at his disposal.


  Crackle, crackle. Red currents sparked at the tips of Cale’s fingers—the Fire of Destruction. Fire was weaker than water. No matter how potent the flame, enough water would always extinguish it. But that process led to something else.


  The water turns into vapor.


  The chain snake opened its maw, presenting Cale with the hidden tip of the spear. The spear’s point quivered as the ancient did everything she could to avoid this confrontation.


  All at once, the sky’s roaring ceased, a red thunderbolt cracked down from the clouds, and the stone spears made impact with the chain serpent.


  A deafening explosion swept through the area. Boooom!


  “Ugh.” Cale shrank into himself. The silver shield shrouded him with its wings, but it couldn’t block all the aftershocks. Cale felt as if the world was spinning. He couldn’t even open his eyes to check on his surroundings, but he heard the stone spears blasting into pieces.


  Baaang! Baaang! Bang!


  Each time a spear shattered, Cale coughed up another mouthful of blood.


  I’m at my limit. He was out of strength and options. He only had a few drops of Fire-Suppressing Water left, and both the Unbreakable Shield and the Energy of the Heart were barely holding on. None of the ancients spoke up, but his instincts told him they had reached their limits as well.


  He exhaled slowly, curling into a ball so the shield would be as small as possible. He stayed alert as he awaited what came next.


  Fssshhhh!


  A smile stretched across his face. There it was. The sound he’d been waiting for.


  Cale opened his eyes at last. In addition to the sight of a rock turning into dust, he could see white smoke—no, water vapor. When the stone spears had destroyed the chain serpent, the Fire of Destruction gobbled up what remained. The water had been rendered harmless.


  Horrible screeching rose from the lake, a monstrous cry that lashed out in place of the vanishing chains. Cale stood, grinning at the awful wail. It was just the lamentation of a loser.


  He looked terrible, sopping wet from head to toe. But for the first time in however long, he could feast his eyes on something shiny. It had materialized in the spot where the gray chains had vanished into vapor.


  There, something untouched by the stone spears and the firebolt came into view. It was the water spear. Little by little, the weapon changed shape, its dirty gray tint fading to reveal a shockingly beautiful, transparent hue.


  A soothing sound like breaking waves reached Cale’s ears, accompanied by a pure and energetic voice in his mind. “I am…!”


  With the spear as the epicenter, the lake began to thrum. The undulating water, gleaming with that transparent glow, flowed toward the spear. As the spear continued to grow, it presented a truly exquisite sight.


  “I am the Sky-Devouring Water!” the ancient’s spirited voice announced.


  That beautiful spear had found its mark.


  One final rumble shook through the ground, and the spear launched toward its true target: the sky. Swirling with water, the spear shot up into the air. Cale felt as if he were watching a dragon ascend into the heavens, like something he’d read about in old folktales…but then the projectile froze mid-flight.


  The woman spoke up again. “Isn’t my name cool?”


  Untroubled, Cale replied honestly, “It’s not bad.”


  Compared to the Scary Stone or the Fire of Destruction… The Sky-Devouring Water was actually a pretty cool name.


  “Are you good at cussing?”


  Cale frowned but provided a truthful answer to this question too. “Pretty good.” He hadn’t cussed much lately, but no one had ever said he couldn’t.


  “Do you fight a lot?”


  He gave his earnest assessment once again. “I don’t think so, but I do seem to be fighting every time I turn around.” Unfortunately.


  Cale scowled at that, but the ancient was laughing. “Sounds goddamn fun.” It seemed she’d reverted to her original manner of speech.


  She’s definitely not normal.


  No sooner had Cale brushed his temples with shaking hands than a few droplets landed on him from above. He looked up to find that it was raining, but only on him; the great water spear in the sky had evaporated. In its place, a short spear the size of an arrow appeared next to Cale.


  “I will be your spear.” When Cale grabbed the spear, the spirit’s voice took on a note of determination. “I will break all of your chains for you. I will ensure that you have a free life. Nothing will be able to tie you down. I will protect your freedom.”


  When a bright light flared from the spear, Cale closed his eyes and absorbed the glow. This ancient didn’t leave any tattoos on his skin like the others had, but he felt the power spreading through his body nonetheless.


  Then Cale heard a different voice in his head.


  ‹Human!›


  His eyes flew open, and he whipped his head around. A faint cry came from the distance, drawing ever closer.


  ‹My human! I’m coming!›


  It was Raon’s voice.


  All of a sudden, Cale pitched forward. “Augh!” It felt as if his insides were twisting into knots. Black blood spilled from his mouth as excruciating pain racked his body, the agony so intense that he could hardly breathe. He had never experienced such terrible pain in his life.


  Gasping for air, he heard an imposing yet woeful voice—the voice of the stone guardian. “Your glass vessel was on the verge of breaking, but now it’s fusing back together. Since your vessel’s getting much bigger, this is actually a good thing.”


  His fragile vessel, which had almost shattered due to the imbalance of power, was repairing itself. Water, fire, wind, earth, and wood intermingled, restoring equilibrium within him.


  Yet the guardian had referred to his vessel as “glass.” Meaning that even after his vessel reformed, it would be just as brittle. Who cared if it grew when it was still made of glass?


  As Cale’s face twisted, the stone guardian added apologetically, “You can’t faint this time. Just bear with it this once, even if it hurts.”


  Damn it! Shit! Mentally spouting curse after curse, Cale coughed up more black blood. He could only swear in silence as it continued to gush out of him.


  When the last remaining stone spear fell away from him, Cale’s body tilted sideways. His blood splattered into the lake, dyeing the transparent water crimson. He slowly followed its course, about to fall in…


  But he didn’t.


  “Unbelievable. You just ask for trouble.”


  At some point, Erhaven had approached him; he caught Cale before he toppled over, supporting him with one hand. Cale was already so drenched from his time in the water—not to mention covered in blood—that falling into the lake wouldn’t have made a difference, but that wasn’t the issue here. Erhaven wasted no time in laying Cale down on the grassy shoreline.


  Cale wasn’t getting enough air. His every breath was a momentous effort. He hacked up more dark blood, his limbs trembled, and his body writhed in anguish.


  Vicross paled when he saw Cale’s condition. “Lord Erhaven! What’s going on?” This was worlds apart from what happened every so often, when Cale coughed up blood. The lordling’s unflappable demeanor never faltered—not even when he was hurt, spitting blood, or passing out—but his suffering was on full display.


  Ron’s prior remark popped into his mind: “I cannot go myself, so you’re the only one I can rely on.”


  Since it sounded serious, Vicross had followed along without complaint. Then, because it seemed like Cale was only going to pick up another Ancient Power, he’d simply sat back and watched.


  But Cale’s barefaced agony after the fact told him this time was different.


  “Are we really going to leave him like this?” Vicross asked sharply.


  Kneeling down beside Cale, Erhaven replied, “We have no other choice.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Cale Henituse’s vessel is in the process of rebuilding itself.” Erhaven faltered, then added, “Though I didn’t expect that to be this painful. Nevertheless, we can’t heal him in any way. Foreign powers cannot enter his body until this process is finished.”


  The ancient dragon was getting a headache. He had never seen anything like this in his thousand years of life. The natural attributes in Cale’s body were violently clashing with each other. I didn’t know there would be such strong conflict between them.


  Erhaven frowned. Even he found it unpleasant to see Cale in such pain that he couldn’t even open his eyes. Seeing this perpetually calm and collected punk in such a state was difficult.


  Cale hacked up another mass of blood with a groan, feeling like his insides were turning cartwheels. It was as if his entire body had turned into glass, and someone was pounding on him with a small hammer. Or like someone was stomping all over his body, and everything inside was twisting around with the sole goal of causing him pain.


  His irritation was reaching unprecedented levels. Is this supposed to be some kind of martial arts novel now? Am I going through a full-body rebirth?


  What was this sudden, unexpected pain all about? It would’ve been one thing if this “rebirth” would make his body stronger, but it was only turning his glass vessel into a slightly bigger glass vessel. What was the point of that? Sure, it was good that he wasn’t going to die, but he couldn’t help feeling annoyed anyway.


  This goddamn Birth of a Hero!


  Never in his life had he experienced physical pain of this magnitude. It was different from what he’d endured when he was beaten up as a child and as an adult.


  “You cannot sacrifice yourself,” the stone guardian insisted. The spirit sounded sad.


  Then the glutton and the cheapskate chimed in as well.


  “I can’t eat right now.”


  “Let’s get stronger! That way, we can spend without a care! Think about how happy we’ll be!”


  The ancients’ mumbling only vexed Cale further, but he didn’t have the strength to vent. It felt as if someone had dropkicked his stomach, knocking the wind out of him.


  “Ugh!” Tears welled in his eyes. The agony was more than he could bear. A certain degree of pain was acceptable, but this was beyond what he’d expected.


  At the sight of Cale near to weeping, Vicross couldn’t keep his anxiety from spiking. How painful must it have been to reduce Cale Henituse to tears?


  He felt the urge to do something to help. Trying his best to maintain his veneer of composure, Vicross turned to Erhaven. “Lord Erhav—”


  A wave of cold swallowed him whole, and his words along with it. At first he thought it was the same prickling sensation he’d felt when they arrived at this lake… But no, this was something else—though still enough to make him freeze in place.


  The enigma wasn’t violent; it was quiet and serene. At the same time, it was saturated with a deadly chill. Vicross felt as if he were standing alone on a dark, moonless night. This was the type of atmosphere that instilled fear in any living being in the darkness.


  Vicross took one step back, and then another. Then he raised his gaze, looking toward the source—it was coming from his arms. He watched helplessly as Raon left his grip and floated into the air.


  The black dragon drifted higher into the sky, enveloped by black mana. Vicross sensed the presence of a strong and unparalleled ruler coming from this strong yet oddly adorable six-year-old dragon. It was unlike anything he’d ever felt before.


  It was then that Erhaven said, “He’s about to wake up.”


  The ancient dragon shivered as he watched the young dragon rise. The breaking of Raon’s vessel and the mana flowing out of him had led Erhaven to believe that Raon hadn’t unleashed his attribute, but that wasn’t the case. This sensation must’ve been connected to Raon’s attribute, then. What could it be? What did this creeping feeling represent?


  After observing the developing human and young dragon for a moment longer, Erhaven did what he had to do. He created multiple shields, placing one each around Raon, Cale, and Vicross.


  This was a pivotal moment. For Cale and Raon, the outcome of today’s events would determine the course of the rest of their lives. Erhaven wanted them to grasp the full extent of their futures, so he activated his mana to prepare for any unexpected situations. Then he touched his own arm, finding his skin pebbled with goosebumps.


  Whoosh.


  The air whipped around them as a cold, eerily quiet power suffused the lake inside the barrier. Erhaven turned his attention to Raon, who was the cause of this phenomenon.


  Meanwhile, Raon was continuing his efforts in the trial of his dream. Time was resuming its flow for the black dragon. With the scents and sounds of the outer world, Raon could feel. And while he couldn’t reach Cale, he felt it all: Cale’s pained moans. The tang of his blood. His shallow, labored breathing. Raon sensed that Cale was suffering through an excruciating ordeal.


  The young dragon recalled what Cale had said before:


  “If I’m ever that weak again and need your help, will you save me then too?”


  “Of course.”


  When his human was sick and weak, Raon would be by his side. Always.


  Raon perceived the presence of his pursuers in the dream; the large black dragon and the fake versions of the people he loved were hot on his heels. Even when he kicked them off and dodged their grabs, they continued to chase him. Raon paid them no mind and went on flapping his small wings.


  All at once, black mana converged upon the young dragon’s wings, and Raon realized he could use magic again. In that case, there was nothing for him to fear. He was a whiz when it came to magic; it came to him as easily as breathing.


  The black mana accumulated around his wings, transforming into a giant pair that eclipsed even the wingspan of the thirty-meter behemoth. Raon beat his massive wings with renewed energy, charging toward the zenith of this arena that had neither a sun nor a moon.


  He then began to fold his wings in. He was heading toward the real world.


  Four years. That was how long he’d had to survive in that dark cave without a single flicker of light. Now he was overcoming his past.


  Between his fourth and sixth years of life, he had seen flowers blooming in spring and snow falling in winter. He’d basked in the beauty of summer and enjoyed the sweet fragrance of fall.


  The faces of the people who accompanied him throughout those seasons arose in his mind. They were the ones who transformed the scenery he might have easily ignored into beautiful memories.


  At last, the peak of the arena came into view. Raon made out the shape of a transparent barrier: a wall. This dreamscape wasn’t reality. This wasn’t the world he lived in.


  His lips curved in a smile. There was only one thing left for him to do.


  He would destroy that wall and leave this place.


  Raon tucked in his limbs, coiling his body as tightly as possible. He curled up, just as he had inside that cave, whenever he was in pain—just as he did whenever he lay in bed to sleep with Cale, Ohn, and Hong. Memories danced through his mind while he wrapped himself into a ball. With even his large wings wrapped around him, Raon became like a sharp spear or an arrowhead, shooting fiercely toward that transparent wall.


  “I’m coming, human!”


  Raon slammed into the wall.


  The first crack was just the beginning. He continued to smash into the wall without stopping. Crack, crack. One by one, fractures formed in the transparent barrier—and they appeared in the real world.


  “His vessel is being completely destroyed,” Erhaven said, awestruck. While one vessel was breaking down, another was continuously expanding. Worried that Raon’s aura would influence Cale, Erhaven added a couple more layers to the shield around Cale.


  Neither of them could hear Erhaven’s voice. Raon couldn’t hear anything at all. His small, mana-coated head bashed into the wall again.


  Crack, crack!


  The sound was getting louder. Raon paused and turned around. The adult dragon and the illusions of his companions had caught up with him, and they latched on to his ankles again. This time, Raon left them alone.


  It was difficult for him to destroy this wall alone. The young dragon was a child who had learned how to fight alongside others. His experiences led him to choose a different method.


  While Raon hovered in place, the adult dragon and the illusory people surrounded him. His black mana covered them as well. Though they weren’t real, they represented his future self and the people he’d bonded with. Now that Raon possessed giant mana wings, the people weighing him down were actually helpful.


  The arrowhead now had a shaft. It found its balance.


  Raon backed away from the wall before charging toward it anew with everything he had.


  I am the great and mighty Raon Mir!


  The arrowhead had only been sharp, but now it was reinforced by a sturdy shaft, allowing the arrow—Raon—to pummel the wall even harder.


  That made all the difference.


  Crack, crack! One powerful impact after another pelted the splintering crack, and finally…


  Booooom!


  The wall crumbled. Raon propelled himself past the broken barrier.


  Carrying both his future self and his past relationships, the dragon escaped his trial.


   


  ***


   


  Vicross let out a gasp. The cold and silent sensation was shifting. He now felt a burgeoning warmth, as if night was ending and the warm morning sun was shining down upon him. It soothed his weary body to the core.


  Erhaven barked a laugh. “Ha ha ha! The aura changed. It’s an attribute that can change!” This aura demonstrated that Raon’s attribute had evolved. A dynamic attribute… What could it be? The ability to change showed that it was capable of growth.


  The ancient dragon immediately recognized Raon’s achievement. He must have earned something beyond the wall.


  Erhaven dispelled his own magic with a smile. The white-gold shields around the lake turned to dust and dissipated into the sky. The black mana that came into view through the shimmering particles turned translucent, revealing Raon’s body. Raon drifted down amid the shining motes of golden dust, descending like a flower petal falling to the ground.


  He then returned to his proper place. Tap.


  Vicross took a concerned step toward him, then stopped himself. “Oh!” He could hear the young dragon’s easy breathing, different from his prior sickly panting.


  Raon seemed to be dreaming happily. A hand reached out to caress his head.


  It was Cale. Raon had landed on the grass right next to Cale and stuck close to his side. It was the way he fell asleep every night, including the night when his first growth phase began. That was the spot he’d returned to.


  Cale opened his eyes a crack to look at Raon. It was still hard to breathe, but he couldn’t just lie there after hearing the dragon’s voice. ‹Human, I’m all better now! It’s your turn to get better!›


  The things Raon had said to him before he fell asleep lingered in his mind.


  Cale’s limbs shook, and every breath was a struggle. His mind was blank from the pain of his body breaking down.


  Cale’s trembling hand landed on Raon’s head. The movement was quite brusque. His eyes, which he’d expended so much effort to open, peered past Raon and locked on to Erhaven with a silent plea.


  Bed! he shouted internally. If he had to be in pain, he’d at least prefer to be in a comfortable bed. He didn’t relish being splayed out in this grass, soaked to the bone.


  When Erhaven gave him a serious nod, a wave of relief swept through him—the ancient dragon must have understood his desperate request.


  “Fine, you unlucky punk,” Erhaven said. “You probably don’t want to leave Raon like this. You should take care of yourself first, though.”


  Although that wasn’t quite what he’d meant, Cale closed his eyes once more. It wasn’t as if Erhaven was wrong: Both he and Raon needed a bed.


  With a snap of Erhaven’s fingers, Cale felt his body rise into the air. At the same time, Erhaven created a teleportation circle, which activated once Vicross joined them within it.


  Whoosh! A white-gold ray of light shot into the sky, leaving the lakeside empty.


   


  ***


   


  A few hours later, in a secluded area alongside an ordinary lake, footsteps could be heard as someone entered the shoreline.


  “Why isn’t it here?” The person scowled at the unremarkable water, clicking their tongue in disappointment. “I need to find the fifth one quickly.”


  The person took a moment to observe the lake before leaving with a confused expression.


   


  ***


   


  Cale felt a bit better after returning to the inn and settling into bed. Still, enduring this pain while fully conscious was driving him mad.


  These crazy Ancient Powers! This stupid glass body! It’d be so much better if I could just faint!


  He couldn’t pass out, and his mind was clear. His limbs had never ceased their shuddering, and every twist of his insides sent spasms of pain jolting through him.


  Cale despised being unable to control himself. In his past life as Kim Roksu, he’d always been frustrated when overload prevented him from controlling his brain’s activities. Having to deal with a physical body in this condition was galling.


  “Young master.”


  At the sound of Ron’s voice, Cale slowly opened his eyes again. He wanted to let Ron see that he was fine. But just as he lifted his lashes enough to look at Ron…


  He coughed up a splatter of dark blood, staining the bedsheets red. Cale gave up trying to look at Ron, instead closing his eyes to withstand the pain.


  “Father!” Vicross blurted out, shocked. Cale couldn’t see what was going on, but his ears picked up another sound.


  Beeeep. Beeeep.


  It was the sound of a communication sphere.


  Compared to Raon’s peaceful breaths, the device’s whine was deafening.


  Erhaven held the device in his hand, face clouded with concern. “It’s from Rosalyn,” he announced.


  A throbbing pressure took hold of Cale’s skull. Agh, my head!


  The stone guardian chose that moment to speak up. His voice was timid, as if he was wary of Cale’s reaction. “You will be in pain for at least another day.”


  This goddamn worthless body!


  Cale wanted nothing more than to pass out cold.


  Beeeep. Beeeep.


  The peal of the video communication device’s alarm filled the room without end, but nobody could address it. Cale couldn’t have answered the call even if he wanted to, so it was driving him crazy.


  Rosalyn would only call for one of two reasons. Either she’d been contacted by Albert or she was checking in on Cale. The latter was more likely; the last time she saw him, he’d gone off to meet Erhaven with Raon in his arms.


  He had been granted a short leave of three days. Only two had passed, and he still had one day and twenty-some hours to go. From what Cale knew of Albert, the crown prince wouldn’t have told Rosalyn and the others about Cale’s situation this soon—especially while they were off completing an important mission.


  Beeeep. Beeeep.


  The communication sphere went on ringing. Rosalyn wasn’t hanging up.


  I need to ask them to deal with her for now. Cale forced his eyes open to tell his group to handle Rosalyn’s call. It took a bit of time for his vision to focus. What he saw then surprised him.


  Why is Vicross supporting Ron?


  Vicross was helping his father stand…but that wasn’t all.


  And what’s that dagger for?


  It was the dagger Ron used to kill his enemies. The old man was clutching the blade while glaring straight at Cale.


  Cale was genuinely terrified.


  Ron, for his part, could see Cale’s bloodshot eyes, along with the tears welling up due to the pain he was experiencing. The old manservant was overcome with a flood of fury, as if the entire world had turned on its head.


  That damnable Eastern Continent. It reminded Ron too much of that fateful night when he lost his wife, his family, his home. Confronted with the sight of this red-haired boy suffering as he coughed up blood, just like that scarlet night when everything burned away, Ron struggled to hold it together. To calm himself, he tightly clenched the item he’d carried with him since he was young. The cold sensation of the dagger in his hand helped soothe his boiling body.


  Knuckles popping with the grip, he wrangled his emotions back under control. Then he gently nudged his son Vicross’s hand away from him.


  Truth be told, Vicross wasn’t supporting his father. The young man was holding him back to stop him from doing something outrageous. The day Ron lost everything, he couldn’t contain his rage and tried to take revenge on his enemies.


  If he hadn’t seen the way his wife gazed at their son before she closed her eyes for the last time… If he hadn’t seen how Vicross looked, glancing back and forth between Ron and his wife… Perhaps he would have fully surrendered himself to vengeance. Instead, Ron had chosen escape over further bloodshed.


  Vicross was probably holding on to him now because he feared his father would lapse into his old ways. Arm was at the root of it all, and the flame in Ron’s weathered body blazed on.


  Clinging to the dagger, Ron regained his rationality, forcing himself to have patience. He slowly approached his little pup master, thumbing the weapon in his hand. Cale was no longer a puppy, of course—he was actually a tiger—but in Ron’s eyes, he was still the reprobate lordling pup he’d always been. That was just the way it was.


  Ron moved close to the bed and sank to one knee to make eye contact with Cale. Erhaven had told them Cale would be like this until his vessel finished reforming itself. Expression still twisted with unbearable pain, Cale opened his mouth. What was he going to say?


  Unfortunately, the only sound that slipped through Cale’s lips was a long, pained moan. Ron felt terrible, as if his heart were hollowed out.


  Ron’s darkening expression only stoked Cale’s anxiety. What’s going on? Why was Ron staring at him so viciously while stroking his dagger like that? Had he done something wrong? Cale scanned his memory and came up empty. But if that wasn’t it, then what was Ron’s problem?


  There were a bevy of questions Cale wanted to ask, but seeing as the sole sound he was capable of making was “ugh,” he was left with only one option: He resigned himself to his fate.


  I’m not lifting a finger. I’m sure things will work out. I can’t worry about anything else while I’m in so much pain, anyway.


  Ron remembered what Cale had told him before he left.


  “Life is so hard, Ron.”


  “Until then, I need you to take care of business as usual. Please.”


  “Please don’t worry, young master.” Ron donned his usual mask of smiling benevolence. “I will take care of everything, just like always, so please get some rest.”


  Ron’s response made Cale felt a bit better. For a moment, he’d been worried about what this old man might do—but as ever, Ron was on the right track. Cale’s buzzing nerves settled. If Ron would deal with Rosalyn for him, he could relax. Ron would be his usual collected self and provide her with a simple but accurate summary of the situation. Plus, as the oldest human in the group (if only according to appearances), he would be capable of consoling the others as needed.


  Relieved, Cale let his barely lifted eyelids fall shut.


  That immediately presented a problem.


  “Lord Erhaven, please connect the call,” Ron said.


  “Mm… All right, I’ll play along. Cale seems to trust you, and he’s left matters to your discretion.”


  Cale’s thoughts swirled into chaos. Connect the call? Here? While I’m bleeding and in pain?! I mean, here? Seriously?!


  But as soon as he tried to stir, he spat out another mouthful of black blood.


  A moment later…


  “Hmm? Oh, Ron! How have you—” Rosalyn’s lively greeting cut off abruptly, but not because the device had been switched off.


  On the other side of the screen, she, Choi Han, and Lark all froze as if time had stopped. Ron spotted a palace that had lost its roof behind them, but that wasn’t important.


  “I’ll be stepping out for a bit, young master.”


  No, don’t leave! Cale couldn’t see, so he didn’t know why Rosalyn had suddenly stopped talking. He would’ve preferred it if Ron stayed and continued the conversation here, but he was in too much pain to say so. He heard the click of the door opening.


  Once Ron exited the room, he saw two kittens curled up outside.


  “Feels like we shouldn’t go in, but I want to!” Hong whined, itching to venture inside.


  A whiff of blood brushed past Ohn’s nose, and she took stock of Ron’s expression. “We should stay here,” she said, keeping her brother close. “It seems like one of those moments.”


  Ron patted Ohn’s head and shut the door behind him.


  For a moment, he stared at the door in silence, listening to Rosalyn’s quavering voice. “Um, Ron? What was that just now? Hello? That was definitely Lord Cale. Hello, Ron?”


  Communication device in hand, Ron headed to the room in the farthest corner of the second floor.


  “S-sir!” Lark cried, frightened, but Ron didn’t answer him as he reached his destination.


  Once the door closed, leaving him alone…the man on the other end of the call who’d been holding his tongue finally spoke.


  “What happened?”


  It was Choi Han. Ron observed him, reminiscing about the day when this lad first followed the young lord to the Henituse household. At the time, Ron’s son and Choi Han had pointed their weapons at each other in the kitchen. This punk behaved respectfully in front of Cale, but as soon as Cale disappeared after telling them to show him around the estate, he adopted a brusque, impudent attitude.


  “Lead the way.”


  This brat, who’d been impolite to someone many years his senior, had joined them in the fight against Arm and the mermaids after Ron lost a limb. These days, he treated Ron with respect.


  Choi Han held Ron’s gaze. “Please tell me the whole story, without leaving anything out.”


  “Quiet.”


  Rosalyn and Lark flinched; they had never seen this side of Ron before. Though he was an assassin, he always treated them with care and kindness. Choi Han and Vicross, on the other hand, were more familiar with this aspect of Ron’s character.


  “No,” Choi Han insisted. “I’d like to know.”


  Rosalyn and Lark glanced back and forth between the harsh look on Ron’s face and Choi Han, who had no issues talking back. When they saw Ron smirk, they decided to stay out of it.


  “You’re always so impatient,” Ron said then. Choi Han had drawn his sword at the drop of a hat on the day they met too.


  “Please tell me—”


  “Silence. I’ll tell you as much as I feel like, so shut your mouth and listen.”


  Choi Han stopped talking. Deep down, he knew Ron’s anger wasn’t directed at him; this sly and cold yet affectionate assassin didn’t lose his temper easily. Choi Han chose to back down and hear him out.


  Entrusting the situation to Ron was the right choice on Cale’s part. Ron was the only one who treated Choi Han, a swordmaster and a formidable individual, as comfortably as Cale did. Perhaps more freely, even.


  Reverting to servant mode, Ron said politely, “It is regarding the young master’s Ancient Powers.”


  Rosalyn gasped, seeming to understand right away. Her expression turned cloudy.


  At that very moment, Archie swept in behind the trio like a whirlwind. “What’s going on?” he asked, brushing dust from the wall off his hands. “You’re all standing around after wrecking the palace… Why the long faces? Did somebody die or what?”


  Three pairs of eyes bored into him.


  “Uh… Okay, then. I’ll shut up.” Zipping his lips, the killer whale retreated to a corner.


  Once quiet returned to the scene, Ron resumed his explanation. The group’s faces darkened as Ron’s story continued. Even Archie stared fixedly at the sky to keep himself from tearing up as Ron calmly outlined the situation.


  Meanwhile, still in his room and ignorant of Ron’s discussion, Cale was giving in to his condition. He was starting to get used to the pain…


  Like hell I am! He wasn’t getting used to it at all! Rather, he had merely given up on fighting and was trying to relax.


  “Get some rest,” Erhaven told the coughing Cale. “Come along, Vicross.”


  “Shouldn’t we watch over him?”


  “Raon is here. He can figure out Cale’s condition, and he’ll be of more help than I will.”


  “…Understood.”


  Everybody departed the room, and silence spilled into the void. Cale felt as if his entire body was breaking apart before being put back together, leaving him sweating and panting through the constant agony.


  That was when he heard it.


  “Human.” The black dragon must have woken up after everyone left. Cale felt Raon’s round forepaw wiping blood from his mouth. “Are you still in pain?”


  Raon’s round head, the same size as it had been before his growth phase, rubbed against Cale’s side.


  “I’ll tell you first, weak human.” The young dragon scooched up to Cale’s ear and murmured, “Do you know what my attribute is?”


  Raon wanted Cale to be the first to know what he had accomplished.


  “It’s the present,” Raon whispered to Cale. That was what he’d realized. “My attribute is the present.”


  In addition to natural affinities, dragons could exhibit unique or abstract attributes. Though Raon’s attribute was abstract, it could be felt very easily.


  Raon curled up next to Cale. As painful and frustrating as it was, Erhaven was right: There was nothing they could do to help Cale right now. Raon contented himself with lying down in his usual spot at Cale’s side.


  “Right here and now is my attribute.”


  He had returned to the real world to be present in this moment. That desire was more important to Raon than anything else, and thus it had become his attribute.


  He nuzzled Cale’s trembling hand, the one that had moved to caress his head. It was truly a gift to be alive right now. He and his loved ones still lived, and that made his heart soar.


  Raon never left Cale’s side, warming him with his body heat to comfort the ailing human.


   


  ***


   


  Vicross entered the bedroom the next day, carrying a wet washcloth to treat Cale in his father’s place. He dropped it almost immediately, flustered by what he’d walked into.


  Cale was awake, stumbling toward him. “V-Vicross…”


  “Lord Cale?”


  Surprised, Vicross rushed over to support him. Cale’s shaking fingers latched on to his sleeves.


  “What happened?! Should I call Lord Erhaven?”


  “Vicross…” Cale repeated, voice thready and wavering.


  The color drained from Vicross’s face as he took in Cale’s weak voice and his vacant expression. Then, a giggle bubbled up beside him. He turned to find Raon snickering and rubbing his head against Cale’s side.


  Cale called out again, sounding as thin and fragile as a glass marble. “Meat…”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Beef, pork, chicken…”


  Vicross’s expression smoothed out.


  Clinging to the chef’s sleeves and fixing him with a desperate gaze, Cale went on, “I’m starving.”


  “You’re no longer in pain?” Vicross asked, calmer now.


  “No. I’m hungry.”


  “…You really do seem fine.”


  Cale wasn’t hurting anymore. If anything, his body was healthier than before. He was just utterly famished.


  “You did well—your vessel has fused back together,” said the stone guardian. “Let’s not put you through that kind of pain ever again.”


  “It’s me, owner of the fiery thunderbolt! Time to go throw around some money!” the cheapskate cheered.


  Cale ignored the two spirits, clutching at his empty pit of a stomach.


  Looking concerned, Raon took an apple pie out of his spatial dimension, scrutinized its condition, and shoved it into a corner. “I’m hungry too!” he announced. “Thanks for carrying me, Vicross!”


  Ohn and Hong, who’d been pacing out in the hallway, rushed inside upon hearing Raon and Cale.


  “It’s our youngest’s voice!”


  “They’re both better! And hey, I’m hungry too!”


  The three children struck up a conversation, their energy buzzing through the room. Even the aloof Vicross wore a tiny smile.


  Now that Cale had recovered, Vicross remembered something he needed to tell him: the information Rosalyn had provided Ron yesterday. The situation was urgent, but out of consideration for Cale’s condition, he hadn’t said anything until this moment.


  “Ah, Lord Cale. We received intel that the Empire is preparing to take back Myple Castle from the Kingdom of the Whipper.”


  Hmm? Cale blinked. Who’s doing what now?


  “The Empire’s going after Whipper?”


  “Publicly, they’re claiming that they only intend to reclaim Myple Castle.”


  Isn’t that the same thing? Cale’s face was inscrutable. If the Mogor Empire’s taking on Whipper…aren’t Imperial Prince Adin and Tunka going to fight?


  Was it finally time to stab the Empire in the back? Cale smothered the twitch at the corners of his lips, then blinked. “I’d like a steak,” he said.


  He needed to fill his belly before anything else. After all, he was doing all this so he could eat and live well.


  If only achieving that goal wasn’t so damn hard.


   


  ***


   


  A deep sigh seeped from Cale’s mouth. Delicious. The juicy piece of steak he’d popped into his mouth melted on his tongue in seconds.


  He shared his sentiments aloud. “After that near-death experience, this tastes amazing. I guess going through some struggles really does make food taste better.”


  Plop. Clack! Whunk.


  Wincing at the racket, he looked in Ohn, Hong, and Raon’s direction. The piece of meat in Ohn’s mouth had fallen onto the table, while Hong had dropped the dessert plate in his paws on the floor. The knife in Raon’s paw had plunked down onto a piece of meat.


  Eyes swimming with emotion, the black dragon cried out, “B-being alive is being great and mighty!”


  Hong and Ohn followed up with their own comments.


  “I agree! You need to be alive to eat!”


  “Mary said the only time you can’t eat is when you’re dead. You need to live if you wanna enjoy your food.”


  Cale nodded. “She’s right. You have to be alive to eat.”


  “You have to keep living.”


  “Of course.”


  Tail whipping to and fro at Cale’s casual response, Ohn resumed munching on her bite of meat. Cale wiped sauce from the corner of her mouth. Usually he wouldn’t need to do such a thing, as Ohn was a meticulous eater. Hong and Raon were getting a bunch of stuff on their faces too, so Cale had to keep tidying them up. Every time he did, the kittens would swish their tails and the dragon would flutter his wings.


  Cale didn’t mind, but someone else was quite concerned about what he was seeing. Erhaven also sat at the table, his gaze fixed on Cale and Raon. “Cale Henituse.”


  Accepting a cup of lemonade from Ron, Cale replied, “Yes, sir?”


  “If your vessel breaks one more time, you’ll die.”


  Cale almost choked. “Pfft!”


  “Hey, Goldie! Why are you saying something that’ll make me want to destroy the world?”


  The chaotic children whipped back toward Cale. Even Vicross and Ron, who were bringing in more food on a tray and patting the sputtering Cale on the back respectively, frowned at the reveal.


  “Your vessel grew far too large,” Erhaven explained. “If it breaks even once more, recovery will be impossible. Be sure to take good care of yourself.”


  Catching his breath, Cale said, “That was my plan even before you said so, sir.”


  He had every intention of following through on it. Experiencing that kind of pain once was more than enough; he didn’t want to go through that ever again.


  Despite Cale’s reassurance, Erhaven had an odd look on his face. His vessel is larger than Choi Han’s now. Purely in terms of size, this fragile glass vessel of Cale’s exceeded even the swordmaster’s—and Choi Han’s vessel had been the largest Erhaven had ever encountered in humans. It was only natural that Choi Han had become a swordmaster, and he could achieve even greater heights if he so wished. But Cale was a different story.


  He’s not even average. Frankly, he’s a dud.


  Originally, Cale’s vessel had been below average, but now that he’d collected the five attributes, that substandard vessel of his had expanded too much.


  Choi Han’s vessel is as sturdy as a rock, but this punk’s is flimsy. When it came to stability, Cale’s vessel was the worst of the worst.


  Erhaven shifted his gaze to Raon. While the youngster probably recognized that Cale’s vessel was bigger, he likely didn’t realize just how large it had become.


  His attribute is “the present,” huh?


  Although Raon was only 1.2 meters long, he had the makeup of a full dragon. All that remained was for him to grow. Once he went through his third growth phase, they would see his adult form, and the reason for extreme brevity of his first growth phase would be revealed.


  When that day came, they would find out whether Raon would be a king…or something else entirely.


  “What’re you looking at, Goldie Gramps?!”


  “Such a strange little fellow.”


  The young dragon had an attribute related to time. Erhaven had never heard of anyone having such a power.


  When Raon kept watching him, Erhaven said bluntly, “You truly are an odd youngster—and foolish too!”


  “I am not! Come on, Goldie!”


  “You’re a pipsqueak who doesn’t even know how to use his attribute.”


  “It’s fine not to know! I just have to learn!”


  Raon’s confident response made Erhaven sigh. Raon would only be able to use Dragon Breath after going through his second growth phase, but lower-level powers should’ve been fair game now that he had completed his first.


  He’ll be able to protect himself even when I’m gone.


  The ancient dragon was slowly preparing for the future. He only had about a year left.


  Contrary to Erhaven’s somber reflection, Cale was racking his brain about how to kickstart his “prolong Erhaven’s life” project. Whether it’s an Ancient Power or something else, we need to find a solution.


  For now, however, he had other responsibilities to attend to. “I hear Karo contacted us?”


  “Yes, young master.”


  The Mogor Empire was preparing to take back Myple Castle, which they had lost to the Kingdom of the Whipper. Rosalyn had shared this information with Ron, but the first to disclose this had been Prince Valentino of Karo, in a conversation with Albert. Cale needed to figure out how Karo had discovered it.


  Furthermore, it wasn’t the Empire’s intentions that surprised Cale the most.


  “It’s sooner than I expected.”


  Considering the Empire’s reputation, it made sense that they would try to reclaim the lost Myple Castle. The war between the Indomitable Alliance and the other realms was still ongoing, though. Was the Empire really preparing for war at a time like this?


  Their goal isn’t Myple Castle but the entire Kingdom of the Whipper.


  They wouldn’t have selected this moment if they merely wanted to take back the castle. Although they publicly claimed that Myple Castle was their goal, their true aim was to subjugate the kingdom. They were taking advantage of the continental chaos to furtively expand their territory. Plus, they were probably also motivated by a sense of danger.


  The other kingdoms were stronger than they expected.


  Rowoon, Brek, and even Karo had repelled the Indomitable Alliance. Since Adin wanted to seize control of the entire continent, those outcomes must have convinced him that something had to be done—and the Kingdom of the Whipper was the prey in his sights.


  “What a stupid decision,” Cale said. “Don’t you agree, Ron?”


  “That I do. This is a poor move for the Empire.”


  These days, the mage-reviling Kingdom of the Whipper was fending for itself in the eyes of the public. It was common knowledge that no nations were willing to trade with it. Accordingly, the Empire must’ve been shocked by the Whipper’s unexpected bounty of rations and supplies during their previous conflict.


  All secretly sent by other kingdoms, of course. Brek and the jungle had helped the most.


  The Empire didn’t know that, however; they likely assumed that the Kingdom of the Whipper had exhausted the majority of their resources in the last war, making it easy pickings for the Empire to gobble up at their leisure.


  The corners of Cale’s lips twitched. “Raon.”


  “What’s up, human?”


  “The communication device.”


  Snickering, Raon produced the device in question. “Ta-da!”


  Cale sighed. The six-year-old seemed excited for some reason—so much so that even taking out the communication device had him bursting with energy.


  “Connect me to the stone guardian’s villa.”


  Ron, Vicross, and even Erhaven started at that, gazes flicking to Cale. Based on the flow of the conversation, shouldn’t he call Rosalyn or Albert? Or Tunka, perhaps? Why reach out to the villa?


  “After that,” Cale said, “we’ll contact the jungle.”


  As in Ritana, the queen of the jungle? Why was Cale bringing her up all of a sudden?


  Cale grinned as the call connected. Three people appeared on-screen: the crazy priestess, Kage; the fake saintess and bloodthirsty swordmaster, Hana; and the half-saint, Jack.


  “Long time no see! I’ve been praying to the God of Death every day to keep you all safe.”


  “Hey.”


  “Greetings, Lord Cale. You’re shining as brightly as ever!”


  Each person reacted differently to Cale’s brilliant smile. Kage frowned, whereas Saint Jack offered a gentle smile of his own.


  Hana, on the other hand, had a burning question. “Are we finally going to destroy the Empire?”


  Silence filled the room on Cale’s end.


  At length, his response sliced through the stillness. “Yes.”


  Everyone’s eyes were on him.


  Cale thought about everyone involved with the Empire up to this point: These twins, blessed by the God of Sun. Rex, the cat knight. Rei, the alchemist from the slums. He had many useful cards in his hand; it was merely a matter of when to play them.


  And now was the time.


  “How?” Hana asked, voice thick with anticipation.


  In a mellow and gracious manner, as if he were a priest, Cale replied, “I plan to write a new history from the ground up.” The twins would take to the stage first, making their way into the Empire. “Jack and Hana, the two of you will be the main characters in the tale of the new Church of the God of Sun.”


  While a few outstanding individuals could rewrite history, so too could the countless weaklings at their feet, waiting for their turn to strike. Cale had chosen a method by the weak, for the weak.


  Regarding the three people who would be the key players in his imperial demolition project, he continued, “There’s another hero who’ll become the new ruler. You’ll meet him soon.”


  The man in question was off hiding in the slums. Cale would turn him into a legend.


  “Are you going to completely change the Empire?”


  Cale’s tone remained jovial, but his words were not. “We’ll prepare for a rebellion.”


  A rebellion against the Church of the God of Sun and the Empire… Everyone stiffened, save for Hana.


  Grinning, Hana pressed, “Do you really think it’s possible?”


  “It’s possible.”


  Her gleaming eyes demanded details from the other end of the call.


  “The Empire will soon face strikes from multiple sides,” Cale explained happily. “I don’t think Imperial Prince Adin will come to his senses. He’ll take hits from every direction.”


  Between Whipper to the east, Karo to the west, Rowoon and Brek to the north, and the jungle to the south, that two-faced scoundrel would be pummeled so hard that he’d lose all sense of feeling. As an added bonus, Arm would be down another ally.


  Hana licked her lips. With a light tremor in her voice, she said, “When the Empire is in a state of total chaos…”


  “Yes, that’s our moment.” As if he was making a grand proclamation, Cale said, “We’ll swallow them whole.”


  He ventured a glance at Jack; the half-saint had a complicated expression on his face. Taking in Jack’s innocent appearance, Cale thought about the artifact in his pocket. It was the divine artifact he’d earned during his trip to the Empire: the Condemnation of the Sun. Musing on this item, which was supposed to eradicate the night, he went on speaking.


  “The Condemnation of the Sun shall brighten the night. That is the history we’re going to write.” Thus, the Empire would have a new story for the faithful. “Be ready to leave right away.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “First, you’ll rendezvous with me.”


  “And then?”


  Where was Cale planning to take the twins and the priestess?


  “The Kingdom of the Whipper. We’ll make a short stop there and then enter the Empire in secret.”


  Indeed, they were bound for Whipper.


  After Cale finished his conversation with the trio in the villa, he called the queen of the jungle and told her something similar.


  “Miss Rina, the chance to get revenge on the Empire, who was responsible for the pillar of fire in Sector One, has arrived.” He then implored Ritana to come to the Whipper as well.


  Having ended his chat with Ritana, he gave his full stomach a pat and addressed the people in the room. “It’s time for us to go back too.”


  The Western Continent would be a mess right about now, and it was time to make it even worse.




  Chapter 55:
Tear Them Apart


   


  ON BREK’S SIDE of Death Canyon, one tent lay dark and quiet. The only source of light was on a tabletop to one side of the tent’s interior.


  Tap. Tap. Tap.


  The finger tapping on the table finally stopped, then lifted to rub its owner’s temple beside a pair of eyes bloodshot with fatigue. Albert Crossman, crown prince of Rowoon, was far from his home at the royal palace. Instead, he was spending a sleepless night at Death Canyon.


  “Your Highness, did you know about Lord Cale’s situation?” Rosalyn had demanded when Albert received her call an hour before. Since he knew her heart was in the right place, he didn’t get angry with her.


  “I did, Miss Rosalyn.”


  “I see.”


  Rosalyn didn’t bombard him with naive questions like why he didn’t tell her. She was smart enough to understand what would prompt Albert to keep this to himself. Anyone could fall ill during a battle.


  “It doesn’t seem like you know everything, though.”


  “Is there more?”


  Albert soon regretted posing the question. She shared what she’d seen, along with everything Ron had told her.


  I shouldn’t have asked.


  While the greater good was important, it wasn’t right to sacrifice oneself for the sake of it. With such thoughts running through his head, Albert couldn’t help but resort to coarse language.


  “That crazy bastard…”


  “Are you talking about me?”


  Hmm?


  The tent flap opened to reveal Cale, who’d been standing outside in the dead of night with a smug expression on his face.


  Why is this bastard here right now?


  “What are you doing here?” Albert snapped, unable to hide his disbelief.


  The crown prince’s blunt tone flustered Cale. Why am I here? “I came to destroy the Empire.”


  Albert smirked. He stood from his seat, picked up the bottle of wine his subordinate had brought to help him sleep, and plucked out the tightly wedged cork with ease. The way he handled the bottle spoke to his experience.


  He felt Cale’s eyes on him. “What?”


  “Not going to hide your strength?”


  “I do what I want.”


  “My, our kingdom’s future sun truly is dazzling.” Oozing with flattery, Cale beamed at the prince before plopping down on the couch. He lifted the wine glass. “I’ve returned.”


  I knew I didn’t like this guy. Glowering, Albert sat down on the other side of the couch.


  “You damn bastard,” he said, pouring wine into Cale’s glass. “You’re the only noble who’d get the crown prince to fill your glass for you.”


  “It’s an honor to receive such favor from our star of Rowoon.”


  “Just how much did you oil your tongue tonight?”


  Cale feigned astonishment. “Not as much as you, Your High-ness.”


  When the crown prince adopted a similar expression, something caught his attention. A fruit basket had been brought in along with the wine. Right before Albert’s eyes, some of the fruit floated into the air and disappeared with a series of small noises.


  Crunch, crunch.


  Albert could hear someone munching away on the hovering fruit. He turned away from Cale, peering toward the crunching sound.


  “It’s an honor to meet you, great dragon,” he said.


  Raon lifted his invisibility spell. The six-year-old dragon with a fruit clutched in his claws and juice stains around his mouth waved a paw at Albert.


  “Nice to meet you, crown prince! I am the great and mighty Raon Mir!”


  “Great and mighty indeed.”


  Cale’s eyes widened. Albert was a dark elf; Cale couldn’t believe how glib he was being while greeting a dragon.


  “You’re not shocked, little crown prince?” Raon asked. He seemed just as befuddled.


  Albert merely smiled and pointed at Cale. “This punk shocks me far more.”


  Cale scowled, but Raon nodded. “This is why you’re the crown prince. You’re kinda smart.”


  “I thank you for your high praise, great and mighty Raon Mir.”


  “Wow, you really are smart!”


  “Thank you kindly. You seem to possess all the wisdom of the night’s stars.”


  Raon’s mouth was twitching and his wings were fluttering at Albert’s compliment.


  It was then that Cale happened to meet Albert’s gaze. The prince seemed to be saying, Is this good enough?


  What a smooth talker, Cale thought. Albert didn’t break a sweat even when flattering a dragon. Reminded once again how much he and Albert clicked, Cale gave a solemn nod and held out his hand. No further words were needed; Albert picked up the file on top of the stack on the table and handed it to Cale.


  While Cale flipped the file open, Albert remarked, “Crown Prince Valentino certainly seemed hungry.”


  Cale paused prior to reading the first page, reviewing what he knew about Valentino. The man was an empathetic ruler, known to be Adin’s close friend. Cale recalled the meal they’d had together.


  “You can eat anything when you’re hungry enough. It can even make you desperate. Commander Cale, I wish to speak covertly with Crown Prince Albert.”


  “Absolutely. He’ll fill your empty stomach, Your Highness.”


  Upon learning that the Indomitable Alliance and the Empire were working together, Valentino had realized that he and his kingdom had been played for fools. As a consequence, his anger was irrepressible.


  “Your Highness, how did Karo find out that the Empire’s targeting Whipper?”


  “The Empire was making light of Karo.” Albert took a sip of wine. “Someone on Karo’s side caught representatives of light-aligned faiths rendezvousing with people from the Empire.”


  Although Karo’s leadership had ground their teeth in displeasure at the useless priests who’d wanted to flee during the battle for Castle Leona, they never bared their fangs in public. In fact, Valentino made a show of cozying up to them again during the recovery work after the battle, keeping a careful eye on them all the while. Thanks to his efforts, Karo was able to ferret out some faithful who were in contact with the Empire.


  This information led Cale to another thought. “There’s only one reason the Empire would convene with them: to gather priests with healing abilities.”


  “Correct. These healer priests are a vital resource in wartime.”


  Cale understood why both parties would do such a thing. He was sure beyond a shadow of a doubt that the Church of the God of Sun, the largest light-aligned religious institution, would cooperate with the Empire. Many imperial citizens were still devout followers despite the church’s past misdeeds. The nefarious bishop of Karo’s branch probably wanted to seize control of that area as well—that would pave the way for him to become the pope.


  How furious must Valentino have been when he uncovered all this? The scoundrels were plotting and scheming right in their backyard. Cale understood the prince’s outrage.


  Albert wasn’t done yet, however. “The Empire also approached Karo themselves.”


  “To form an alliance?”


  “You guessed it.”


  Cale scoffed, baffled. “Prince Valentino must really be gnashing his teeth, then.”


  Even when the Mogor Empire had sent soldiers to Karo’s aid, they’d been colluding with the Indomitable Alliance. Now this conniving nation was aiming to seize power within the churches by recruiting priests with healing abilities, and they’d had the gall to ask Karo for an alliance.


  “Not only did they look down on Karo, but they also treated them like idiots,” Albert said. “Supposedly, the Mogor Empire claimed that they wish to use this chaos to increase their power in tandem with their good friend Karo. They wanted to do this together.”


  “Wow.” Cale voiced his honest thoughts. “What a heaping pile of garbage.”


  “Well, that’s war and politics for you. It’s always like that.”


  Cale allowed a disbelieving nod. “I suppose you’re right.”


  Albert watched his reaction, finding it somewhat odd that Cale was incensed over something like this. It made him seem a bit naive.


  He is only twenty years old, after all…


  Right as that thought ran through Albert’s mind, Cale flashed him a grin. “Tell Karo to go ahead and ally with the Empire.”


  Albert sent him a sharp look.


  “The Empire probably wants to imitate what Faern did in the Indomitable Alliance,” Cale explained. “Shouldn’t we make it so Karo plays that role instead?”


  Just as Faern had betrayed the Indomitable Alliance, the Empire would betray Karo…unless they arranged the board so that Karo double-crossed the Empire first.


  “I guess I was wrong,” Albert mused aloud.


  “Hm? Did you have a different plan?”


  “No.”


  I was a fool to think you naive.


  Albert’s lips quirked up in a mirror image of Cale’s. He’d had the same thought. “I already told them to do just that. Prince Valentino has accepted that suggestion.”


  As expected. Cale clapped his hands. “Oh, I knew I could count on you, Your Highness. Our kingdom’s sun always does great things.”


  Raon paused in his fruit consumption and clapped his paws together.


  Albert didn’t look at all happy about the duo’s applause; it felt like they were urging him to work even harder. He raised a hand to make them stop.


  “That’s enough buttering—”


  “We’ll shrink the Empire’s territory,” Cale cut in, drawing Albert’s attention. “Wasn’t that your plan?”


  Cale had seen the way Albert snatched up the mages who were hiding from the Whipper during their civil war. He was familiar with Albert’s talents. The Dark Forest and Death Canyon made it challenging for the Indomitable Alliance to lay claim to any of Rowoon’s territory, but no such obstacles existed in the Mogor Empire. Plus, Albert knew Cale had the cat knight, the alchemist, and the God of Sun’s twins in his pocket. Would a man like that miss this opportunity? On the contrary, he was probably aiming for it. Even if Albert did care for peace and the greater good, he had the blood of a ruler running through his veins.


  In that case it’s better for me to mention it first. I’m the one who has all these weapons lined up.


  It would benefit Cale if Rowoon became stronger. For starters, the worries awaiting him and his allies would dwindle. Also, quickly ending the war and returning peace to the kingdom would help the suffering people of the Western Continent as a whole.


  If Cale had to do something, he wanted to go all out. He hadn’t given up hope that his late twenties could mark the start of his ideal slacker life. Reaffirming his goal, Cale took another sip of wine.


  Albert rubbed his chin. “If I eat the whole thing, I think I’ll get a stomachache,” he said offhandedly.


  Devouring the entirety of the Empire would only give him indigestion. He had to consider the other realms in the alliance; he couldn’t boost the realms’ power on a whim. Albert’s ultimate goal truly was peace.


  Exactly, Cale thought. “Have just enough to keep from getting a stomachache, then?” he quipped.


  They would only capture a small piece of the Empire.


  “If things go according to our—that is, your plan, Lord Cale, there will be a new ruler in the Empire. We don’t know whether that ruler will become an emperor or a king.”


  Either way, the imperial family would be no more. That was the only way to drag corruption out by the roots and eliminate the seeds of war on the continent. Albert was working toward peace, but there was something else he secretly wanted—though he was fairly certain Cale already knew about it.


  “Yes, sir,” Cale agreed. “Accordingly, we can’t say whether Mogor will remain an empire or become a kingdom instead.”


  “Neither do we know how Rowoon will grow from here.”


  Albert raised his wine glass toward Cale, who tapped his own against it. Thus, Cale and Albert’s new plan for Rowoon commenced with the clear ring of clinking glass.


  Cale celebrated by taking a big gulp of wine before placing the empty glass back onto the table with a clack.


  As he moved to stand, Albert asked, “You still have things to do?”


  “That I do.”


  Albert made a shooing motion. “Go on, then.”


  Cale slipped out of the tent with no regrets. Turning invisible, Raon trailed after him. Cale was headed to his own tent, where Erhaven would be waiting for him. He and the ancient dragon had somewhere to be.


   


  ***


   


  A crackling torch illuminated the darkness inside a man-made underground cave. Cale strode through the cavern, guided by Witira.


  “He’s in the innermost cell,” Witira said, keeping an eye out while she led the group.


  The three of them—Erhaven, Raon, and Cale—were calm and quiet as they made their way through the subterranean prison that had been created by Brek’s forces.


  Witira didn’t think much of their behavior. When they reached the cell at the cavern’s end, she merely stepped back and said, “He’s in here.”


  The magic lock broke with ease. It didn’t take much for Raon to dismantle it with his black mana. He’s grown. Witira sensed the change in Raon, but she chose not to comment.


  Cale walked past her, the first to enter the cell. He could see a figure splayed on the ground like a corpse, shuddering with small tremors. The prisoner’s eyes and mouth were covered, and he was tied down.


  It was the half-blood dragon. With his body still covered in scales, he looked neither human nor dragon.


  Cale sat down beside the half-blood dragon, and Raon zipped right to his side. He could feel Raon’s wariness, but he didn’t address it, instead removing the coverings over the half-blood dragon’s eyes and mouth.


  Cale had given the half-blood dragon seven days to decide whether he would die right away or live for another six months, but he’d come to find him before that week was up.


  The half-blood dragon’s black eyes focused on Cale.


  “You are human,” came a voice from outside the cell. It belonged to Erhaven, who lingered at the threshold. His anguish and rage were palpable as he said, “You ate a dragon’s heart.”


  Though the half-blood dragon heard Erhaven, he couldn’t tear his gaze away from Cale. The man displayed neither sympathy nor wrath, his face devoid of emotion. With his cold, reddish-brown eyes locked on the half-blood dragon, he posed a single question:


  “Who are you?”


  The half-blood dragon had spent every moment in pain. At first, his dry mouth struggled to form words, but the corners of his lips slowly twisted upward. “Have you ever heard of a ‘chimera’?”


  A chimera was a creature made up of parts of multiple other creatures; a creature with a lion’s head and the legs of a horse, for example. It was a term used to describe aberrations.


  Looking at the full-blooded human and the two full-blooded dragons, the half-blood dragon confessed, “I am a man-made monster.”


  A chimera. A man-made monster. Erhaven groaned. This perverts the laws of nature.


  Chimeras didn’t come from mutations or unknown variables. Those were natural occurrences, while a chimera was something else entirely.


  “Nine hundred years ago…”


  As the half-blood dragon went on speaking, Erhaven held back a gasp. While the half-blood dragon had allegedly gone through his second growth phase already, he was almost as old as a true dragon. How was that possible?


  Erhaven pressed his lips into a firm line, waiting for the half-blood dragon to continue.


  After a few deep breaths, the half-blood dragon took them on a slow journey through the past. “The man who raised me told me I was the only child who’d survived. He wasn’t my real dad, but he made me call him ‘Father.’ Ah, you’re probably curious about him as well.”


  The half-blood dragon could see the young dragon observing him from directly behind Cale. Distrust, sadness, and myriad other emotions swirled in his dark-blue eyes. The half-blood dragon found him very innocent.


  He’s young. That dragon really is just a kid. The half-blood dragon smirked as he continued, “My father is White Star, the leader of Arm.”


  Raon jolted, while Erhaven stayed silent. Even Witira, who was listening from outside the cell, sucked in a sharp breath. Yet Cale’s rapt gaze tugged another chuckle from the half-blood dragon. Cale seemed to be inspecting him, assessing whether the half-blood dragon was lying or telling the truth with utter detachment.


  What a scary bastard.


  The half-blood dragon didn’t bother stifling his laughter. “You want to catch him, don’t you? Too bad. Even I’ve never seen that man unmasked. Well, only his eyes were covered, so I did see his mouth.”


  Arm’s leader, White Star, was the one who’d kept the half-blood dragon in that cave. He had only ever seen the man’s mouth, which opened wide with laughter as the white crown feasted on his blood. He still heard that laughter every time he went to sleep. It was the only sound he had heard inside that pit of darkness.


  The half-blood dragon pushed that memory aside and returned his attention to Cale. Their eyes met.


  Cale had noticed something strange in the half-blood dragon’s story. He referred to him as “that man.” For confirmation, he asked, “White Star is human?”


  The half-blood dragon’s smile grew. “Isn’t it weird?”


  With a grunt, Erhaven dragged a hand over his face. Everybody waited on tenterhooks for the half-blood dragon to continue.


  “White Star is human, but he’s been alive for nine hundred years. He doesn’t even have the scent of death,” he said weakly. “What do you think?”


  “He doesn’t carry the scent of death?” Erhaven interjected.


  The half-blood dragon met the ancient dragon’s eyes. “That’s right, Erhaven. I’m sure you’ve figured out my situation by now. While I’m only a half-blood, I do have some dragon blood in me. Dragons are sensitive to the scent of nature and death—that’s why they can identify dead mana right away. But I couldn’t smell even the slightest hint of death on him.”


  Erhaven stiffened. “You know who I am?”


  “That man gave the order to destroy your lair, and I was the one who delivered the message.”


  “Oh!” Witira’s exclamation echoed in the cell.


  Cale’s mind was ajumble. The puzzle pieces were falling into place, but the biggest question remained unanswered.


  Arm’s leader, White Star… Who was he? How could a human live for nine hundred years? To top it all off, this half-blood wretch had said he didn’t reek of death in the slightest. Was that even possible in nature? It was perplexing.


  “What do you think?” the half-blood dragon repeated, prompting Cale to look him in the eye again. “Isn’t he repugnant? Don’t you want to kill him? That’s how I feel, anyway.”


  Long had he itched to end that man’s life—the man he’d been forced to call “Father.” The feeling stayed with him to this day; he would’ve slaughtered him right here and now if he could. Resentment and sorrow at his own weakness shone in the half-blood dragon’s eyes.


  “My first memory is of that cave. When I opened my eyes and met him, this is what he told me: ‘I placed a dragon’s heart inside your body.’”


  Nine centuries had passed, but he could still feel the chill of those cave walls. That voice, even colder than the cavern itself, was the first thing he remembered hearing.


  As Cale regarded the half-blood dragon, he was reminded of what Erhaven had said. He ate a dragon’s heart.


  Was that the same thing as having a dragon’s heart inside him? Cale turned Erhaven, who grimaced in horror. While the ancient dragon’s reaction didn’t shed any light on the subject, Cale soon got the answer to his question.


  “I ate a dragon’s heart every so often after that.”


  So acquiring a heart and consuming one were different, then. Cale stared at the half-blood dragon, speechless. Just how many lives had been sacrificed to keep this mongrel alive?


  Cale couldn’t easily share his thoughts out loud, however. The half-blood dragon’s eyelids twitched as he thought about his past. Nine hundred years… It was an unfathomable amount of time.


  “Do you know why my hair and eyes are black? It’s because everything got muddled.” Each specific color belonged to only one dragon per generation. But when a bunch of different colors mixed together, what emerged was darkness. “As I ate the hearts of different dragons, the colors began to blend.”


  There was a dragon’s heart affixed to his human one, stamped on like a tattoo. Every time he ate another dragon’s heart, its influence over his body grew. Then one day, his eyes, hair, and scales all turned black. The half-blood dragon thought that the color suited his situation.


  “That person seemed to want to make me finish my third growth phase.” The half-blood dragon didn’t know why White Star sought to turn him into a full dragon. “But because I was created rather than born, reaching the second growth phase in nine hundred years was my limit. I ate four dragon hearts before I got to that phase. If you count the original dragon’s heart within mine, it took five dragons’ lives to make me what I am.”


  “Unbelievable.” Erhaven couldn’t hide his feelings. He killed five dragons? And the addition of the Eastern Continent’s ancient dragon, Ollien, made six.


  Defeating six dragons was no easy feat. Quite the opposite, in fact. As dragons were solitary creatures, he would have faced them one at a time, but that didn’t mean they were vulnerable. Dragons were strong, even alone. Yet a human had managed to kill so many?


  No. He’s not human.


  Unlike the half-blood dragon, who’d spent the majority of his life in a cave, Erhaven had lived for a millennium in the outside world. His experiences led him to a conclusion: The bastard who killed those dragons couldn’t be human.


  Watching Erhaven, the half-blood dragon laughed again. He, too, couldn’t believe what Arm’s leader, his “father,” had done. He’d doubted it even as he ate the hearts that were delivered to him. But after emerging into the world, he was able to figure it out.


  “Dragons lead secluded lives, Erhaven. They are selfish and ill-tempered. That’s why nobody knows when they die.”


  Dragons isolated themselves. In the most severe cases, they didn’t even have progeny, loath to take on baggage that would hinder their growth. That solitary nature was their weakness, and thus they died in obscurity. There was no one to cry for them, no one to save them.


  “Do you know why we only aimed for you now?” the half-blood dragon asked. Erhaven could read the flicker of emotion in his face—it was envy. This half-blood dragon was jealous of him. “You, Erhaven, are less selfish. Unlike other dragons, you stay in touch with many of your kind. You’ve even helped them.”


  That explained why Arm never touched Erhaven, who was older than even Ollien had been. He had acquaintances of myriad races and backgrounds. Arm couldn’t determine why this was the case, but as Erhaven hit upon the reason, his lips tugged downward. Perhaps due to his unique attribute, he treasured individuals who were helpless and weaker than himself. He didn’t know why he was drawn to them, but he had protected young dragons during their first growth phases, the World Tree, and the elves—he’d even saved some of the elves’ lives. Erhaven lived alone, but he didn’t isolate himself completely.


  “That’s why you ended up being the last.”


  Erhaven closed his eyes. Once the half-blood dragon finished speaking, he asked, “Was my heart meant to be yours as well?”


  The half-blood dragon shook his head. He then glanced at Raon, who was glaring at him, and Cale, who wore a stoic expression. “No, it wasn’t for me. The man just said he needed it. I don’t know what he was going to use it for.”


  He had merely passed on the order to invade Erhaven’s lair to someone else.


  The half-blood dragon took in the ethereal beauty of the ancient dragon, who had likewise lived for centuries. Compared to a grotesque fake like himself, the real thing shone all the brighter. Even the white-gold color that he had adopted for himself paled in the face of the genuine article.


  A deep sigh escaped his lips. He had spoken too much in his current condition.


  Turning back toward Cale, he found the young dragon looking at him quietly. Although they were both black, the youngling’s beautiful obsidian scales and dark-blue eyes were nothing like his ugly features.


  His vulnerability during his first and second growth phases had never concerned him; he’d always thought it wouldn’t matter if the pain killed him. Yet he had felt that it would be a bit unfair for him to die without ever truly living. That alone had carried him through his growth phases.


  Meeting the half-blood dragon’s gaze, Raon opened his mouth—only to close it again. Raon was intelligent, but he didn’t know how to express his emotions in words. He could only stare back into the half-blood dragon’s dark eyes.


  Erhaven was also conflicted as he regarded the half-blood dragon. This being had lived almost as long as Erhaven had, but he’d also taken the lives of his fellow dragons. It was beyond complicated.


  In that moment, a calm voice filled the cell.


  “I’ll come again,” Cale said, rising from a crouch to his full height.


  “You will?” the half-blood dragon said, confused.


  Cale nodded as though it was obvious. “There’s still time for you to make your decision.” He had given him one week to think things over, and there were a few days left.


  The half-blood dragon didn’t understand. “Five dragons lost their lives for my creation,” he said. “Aren’t you angry? Shouldn’t you kill me? My existence is cursed.”


  “Do you think I’ll spare you?”


  The half-blood dragon was struck silent.


  Since he seemed to have gotten the wrong idea, Cale confronted him with the blunt truth: “Whichever choice you make, I’m going to kill you. I’m just giving you the chance to choose how you’ll die.”


  The half-blood dragon could choose to die right away or to live in agony for another six months before his body exploded—but either way, death would find him in the end. His decision would only determine what Cale took from him and how he took it.


  “It’s your life, so you decide.”


  He turned away, not sparing his captive a backward glance. Raon’s eyes darted between Cale and the half-blood dragon gaping after him. The young dragon flew up to Cale, and when he saw the look on Cale’s face, he latched on to Cale’s back.


  “I’ll stay here a little longer,” Erhaven said.


  “As you wish,” Cale said lightly.


  Erhaven cast one last look in Cale’s direction before turning back to the half-blood dragon. “Let’s chat for a bit.”


  “…Whatever you want.”


  Right as their conversation was about to begin, Cale’s steps halted at the doorway. “Hey, what’s your name?”


  Silence followed, until finally the half-blood dragon said, “My father… That man told me he would give me a name when I became a dragon.”


  But for him, that would never be possible.


  Cale scowled. Damn it. I shouldn’t have asked.


  Smothering the annoying feeling rising within him, Cale left the cell. Witira bowed to Erhaven, who waved her away, and trailed after Cale.


  Their footfalls were the only sound in the cave, which was pitch black save for the glow of the torch. Witira and Raon held their tongues as they snuck peeks at Cale, while Cale mentally cursed this fantasy world.


  What a rotten setting! From Arm to White Star, there was nothing in the world of Birth of a Hero that Cale liked. He had a powerful urge to riot, but his feeble body didn’t have the strength. Damn it!


  Cale’s storming stride betrayed his agitation as he stomped to the cave’s exit.


  When they arrived at the exit, Witira offered, “Shall I open it, Lord Cale?” She made to step in front of him, but Cale shook his head. He yanked at the door in his way as if it deserved to bear the brunt of his frustration.


  Then he froze.


  What the…?!


  Cale slammed the door shut, then clutched at his heart. Seriously, what the hell?


  He took a deep breath and opened the door again.


  “Wh-what the heck are you doing here?” he demanded, so confounded that he practically stumbled over his words. “I mean, when did you get here?”


  He couldn’t help it—Choi Han was standing just beyond the threshold.


  “Hello, Mr. Cale.”


  Why is this punk always right in front of the door?! He’d been startled by Choi Han standing right outside on multiple occasions already. Fuming, Cale opened his mouth to say a few choice words to this repeat offender when he heard rapid footsteps approaching.


  Rosalyn and Lark were running toward him, shouting his name. Archie walked behind them, grumbling as he shook his head. Witira, for her part, was fixated on Choi Han. When she saw the look in his eyes, her own face turned contemplative.


  “Mr. Cale?”


  Choi Han’s soft, innocent voice recaptured Cale’s attention. “Huh?”


  Handing him two documents, Choi Han said, “I got the agreements from them.”


  The documents bore the signatures of Norland and Askosan, two of the three northern kingdoms. That brought a smile to Cale’s face. The group had taken care of things faster than he’d expected. How efficient; they truly were OP.


  Cale’s gaze moved to the other side of the cliff. He could barely make out the Indomitable Alliance’s flag in the distance; there were spotlights on the flags to keep them illuminated even during the night.


  It was time.


  “Lord Cale!”


  “Greetings, Miss Rosalyn.” Cale smiled at Rosalyn as she reached his side. “All we have to do now is stab the Bear Tribe and Flame Dwarves in the back.”


  They had devised a way to put the bears and dwarves in a stranglehold.


  At long last, it was time to rip the Indomitable Alliance’s flag down.


  “Say, Lord Cale,” Rosalyn began, her voice measured.


  Cale met her eyes with a smile and waited, assuming she would share his excitement.


  “It seems you were the one doing the backstabbing this time.”


  “Sorry?”


  “You cut us deep.” Rosalyn’s calm yet frigid gaze made Cale shiver. His hand crept toward his spine, but he couldn’t reach with Raon hanging off of him.


  “You’re right, Little Rosalyn!” came the invisible dragon’s voice. “The weak human jumped us from behind!”


  “Right? By the way, Lord Raon, I’m delighted to know you’re healthy and grown.”


  “I’m happy to see you’re all doing well too!”


  Rosalyn’s expression had softened into a gentle smile at Raon’s voice, but as soon as she looked at Cale, her face iced over again. Cale slowly averted his gaze, only to see Choi Han and Lark instead. Choi Han stood there with his mouth clamped shut, while the tall but subdued wolf teen fidgeted, looking tearful.


  Cale clicked his tongue. Lark must have seen him suffering through the communication device; that wasn’t something for a child to witness.


  Eyes flicking back to Rosalyn, Cale casually assured her, “I’m okay now.”


  Liar. Rosalyn felt the word fighting to come out of her mouth, but she bit it back. She and the others had made a group decision after speaking with Ron. Because they knew Cale and knew about the approaching future, they would respond with their actions rather than words.


  Everyone’s blatant concern embarrassed Cale. He was a full-grown adult; he didn’t like making them worry about him. Noticing that they had fallen silent, he sprang for a topic change. “How did you settle things so quickly?” he asked, waving the documents Choi Han had handed him.


  “It was easy,” she said simply. “We went to Norland first and told them they should end things here if they didn’t want to be invaded by Faern and Rowoon at the same time.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Mm-hmm. We even threw them a carrot, as discussed. We offered to use the sea route to trade in food and other provisions. Their attitudes changed after I said as much.”


  Cale nodded. They hadn’t only set out to destroy palaces; one always had to offer the carrot along with the stick. The northern kingdoms’ biggest motivation to conquer the warmer southern lands was food. The Dark Forest and Death Canyon made overland trade difficult, so Rowoon had offered to conduct business via the sea route. Rather than an open channel between private merchant guilds, this would be an exchange on the international level.


  Norland had already realized that it was impossible to target Rowoon, and they were gradually reaching the point of worrying about their food supply. Under these circumstances, they would’ve found the offer quite enticing.


  “Once the deal with Norland was sealed, it was only natural that Askosan would soon follow,” Rosalyn went on. “We threatened them by questioning if they could handle the Bear Tribe, the Flame Dwarves, and Arm on their own when the other two kingdoms had already stepped out of the Indomitable Alliance.”


  “Great job.”


  “It was nothing.”


  Convinced that he’d been right to leave it to Rosalyn, Cale gave the documents a skim. Just glancing through the contents was enough to tell him that they were well made. He regarded the group with a satisfied expression, and they all smiled back—except for one person.


  Archie gawked at the beaming trio, flabbergasted. He’d seen what Rosalyn, Choi Han, and Lark did with his own eyes, and he knew one thing for sure: They’re even worse than me!


  Choi Han and Lark made Archie’s wildest days of reckless violence look tame. Archie had watched firsthand as Lark entered his berserk state, trailing after him as the boy tore palace roofs to pieces with his bare hands. He wondered if Lark was going through a destructive phase of his own.


  Carrot and stick? Bullshit! Like hell that was a carrot!


  The original plan had been to destroy one palace, but they had wrecked two palaces and a couple of gardens to boot. How could Norland and Askosan not be afraid?


  The memory of Rosalyn’s tender smile in front of the king of Askosan gave Archie chills.


  “Do you think Askosan will be safe if Brek and Rowoon join forces to cross the border, Your Majesty? Please think it over carefully.” Though gentle, her expression had been cold as ice. “Make the wrong move, and the enemy’s blades will be at your throat—just as they are now. You understand the position you’re in, don’t you?”


  Seeing her pressure the king with such a mellow manner had amazed Archie. He hadn’t been able to stop himself from asking, “Rosalyn, should we really be threatening them?”


  “We came to choke the enemy to the point of surrender. We need to push them into a corner, Mr. Archie.”


  “But you know what they say: A cornered rat will even bite a cat.”


  She and Choi Han had glanced at Lark before she answered with a question of her own. “Archie, do we seem like mere cats to you? I’d say we’re tigers, at the very least.”


  That had left Archie at a loss for words; he knew what she said was true.


  Back in the present, he shivered again. He rubbed the back of his neck and tried to banish that conversation from his mind, but as he did, his gaze landed on Choi Han.


  Choi Han had been quiet ever since their check-in with Ron. He didn’t seem angry, nor did he overflow with concern as Lark had. He didn’t move with a sense of urgency like Rosalyn either. It struck Archie as odd, so he’d asked Choi Han about it.


  “Why are you so calm?”


  “I’m glad I seem that way.”


  Choi Han had appeared impassive at first glance, but upon catching a glimpse of the true emotions simmering beneath, Archie had swallowed hard. Choi Han wasn’t calm at all.


  Archie turned away from the trio, whose recklessness put him to shame, and walked over to stand behind Witira. The distance helped soothe his nerves a bit…but as soon as he heard Witira’s voice, he flinched.


  Confusion plain on her face, Witira asked, “Were you sick, Lord Cale?”


  Ah, she didn’t know. Witira hadn’t heard about Cale’s condition, then.


  A crease formed in Archie’s brow—but it wasn’t because of his future queen. A robed man in a wheelchair and a woman in a black cloak advanced on them at a fast clip.


  Clope and Mary had arrived.


  Those two are no joke either!


  First came Clope, the craziest man Archie knew. Hot on his heels was Mary, whose profound innocence left people speechless. Behind them was the Vice-Captain Hilsmann, the chatty social butterfly. As the group drew closer, Archie’s frown deepened. He lamented the fact that now was the moment for Cale to answer Witira’s question.


  “Well, you could say I came back from death’s door.”


  Don’t say something like that so casually! It’s not like you’re talking about the weather!


  Archie felt a stab of irritation, but everyone grew quiet, and he kept his thoughts to himself. It would be better for his peace of mind if he stopped thinking altogether.


  The oppressive silence didn’t seem to affect Cale, who jerked his chin toward the tent. “Let’s go report to His Highness first.”


  Holding the fluttering treaties in his hand, Cale headed for the allies’ base.


   


  ***


   


  Though it was only February, the Indomitable Alliance soldiers in formation at Death Canyon could tell that morning was coming earlier each day. Winter was reaching its end.


  A helmeted soldier was rolling a pebble in his hand. The stone had been warmed in the fire, but now it was cold. Dusk had arrived, and it was time to change shifts.


  Clicking two pebbles together out of habit, the soldier glanced backward. A cluster of brightly lit tents populated the area he was responsible for.


  “Poor guys,” he said. “Never a chance for the lights to go out.”


  “Quiet. We should focus on our job.”


  Though the soldier clammed up at his friend’s scolding, his gaze lingered on the tents. Leaders representing the Bear Tribe, the Flame Dwarves, and the two remaining northern kingdoms were camping in this zone. Each of the respective groups had their own section around the alliance’s war tent, which was located at the center.


  The light in the central tent burned without end.


  Inside, a bear said, “How goes procuring rations?” This was the mid-rank officer, acting leader of the Bear Tribe out in the field.


  The recipient of his question, the Askosan commander, frowned. “Not well.”


  At present, the biggest issue facing the forces stationed at Death Canyon was securing enough food to feed the soldiers.


  “How long do you think we’ll last?”


  “If we gather as much as possible, we might make it into early March, but we can’t let this carry on that long. Brek is one of the most agriculturally advanced kingdoms on the continent.”


  The Askosan commander had a dark expression on his face, but the bear smiled. Early March? Then they still had plenty of time to resist. Of course, he didn’t plan on prolonging this war either. If Brek proved too difficult, he’d target Askosan instead.


  March marks Askosan’s limit.


  Satisfied, the bear slid his gaze down the table. “And the Flame Dwarves? How are you faring?”


  “…Decently.”


  That soured the bear officer’s mood. The Flame Dwarves seemed to have run out of steam. They had been more motivated than anyone else when the battle started, but one defeat had sapped their enthusiasm.


  This is why dwarves are useless, the bear thought. Aside from their talent for building things, they had nothing to contribute.


  Contrary to the bear’s assumption, however, the dwarves weren’t lacking in drive; in fact, motivation was the least of their problems.


  The half-blood dragon fell to the ground. That image had been plaguing the Flame Dwarf’s mind for the last few days. He couldn’t help but think of the humans who’d brought down that fearful creature. According to the laws of nature, dragons should’ve been superior to humans, but the dwarves had seen their foes defy the natural order and defeat the half-blood mage.


  I have a bad feeling about this. The chief of the Flame Dwarves felt the bear’s eyes on him, but he was too preoccupied with probing for the source of his anxiety.


  With no clue as to why the dwarven chief was avoiding his gaze, the bear officer deemed him useless with a shake of his head. I’m just glad the Lion Tribe isn’t here. He was grateful that the lions had abstained from this final stand; that made it easier for the bears to take control of the others.


  “Faern… You goddamn bastards,” the bear muttered, cursing the traitors as he turned toward the commander from Norland. The man couldn’t conceal the headache Faern’s betrayal had caused him or the bad taste it left in his mouth. In a pacifying tone, the bear went on, “As I mentioned earlier, while those Faern scum are unforgivable, this is for the best.”


  And when he said it was for the best, he meant it in more ways than one.


  “I don’t know why they chose to betray us, but as long as the Indomitable Alliance sticks together, Faern is isolated. We can snap up their lands after we bring down Brek.”


  “You’re right,” said the Norlander. “And while I agree with you, I can’t help but be angry with them.”


  “I understand. Really, I do.” The bear offered a consoling smile, but his thoughts were more sinister. It’s better this way. Much better.


  The central power in the Indomitable Alliance originally rested with Faern—more specifically, with Guardian Knight Clope Seca. Arm and the bears were slowly tipping the balance of power in their favor, but Faern’s influence on the soldiers yet lingered. Thus, the bears had celebrated the Guardian Knight’s disappearance, which opened the way for them to solidify their position.


  Since then, the entire Kingdom of Faern had betrayed them. The bears only stood to benefit if the three northern kingdoms chipped away at each other, so the situation suited them just fine.


  In the future, we can gobble up Askosan and Norland while they’re busy fighting Faern.


  All they had to do was boss around these unmotivated Flame Dwarves while conquering the useful lands belonging to Askosan and Norland.


  I simply need to confirm whether the half-blood dragon is truly dead.


  The command they had received from Arm emphasized the half-blood dragon’s situation as the top priority. With that in mind, the bear officer declared, “We need to verify the enemy’s formation.” The Askosan and Norland commanders looked at him. “To avoid drawing out this war, we must pay close attention and aim for an opening.”


  “I agree with you, but the enemy has so many strong warriors,” the Norlander said grimly.


  “Will it be possible to infiltrate their ranks?”


  The bear pasted on a reliable smile. “Commander, there’s something you need to learn about warfare: Whether something is possible isn’t relevant.”


  “Then what is?”


  The bear tapped on the table, drawing everyone’s attention. Lowering his voice, he said, “We just need to do it, no matter what.”


  Whether or not a task was doable didn’t matter in wartime. If they made up their minds to infiltrate the enemy formation, then infiltrate they would.


  “Regardless of how we get it done, we must make it happen. That is what determines victory or defeat in war.”


  Brek and Rowoon hadn’t cared about their means or methods during the last battle. Their preparations, including the act of drawing Faern to their side, had been thorough—but now the bear believed it was the Indomitable Alliance’s turn to abandon their scruples. In his opinion, this was especially true for Norland and Askosan. They had nowhere left to turn; they weren’t in a position to worry about the details.


  Gaze fixed on the two kingdoms’ commanders, he finished, “It all comes down to who cares less about the logistics.”


  Boom, boom.


  Pounding drums interrupted their meeting. Something was happening in the distance.


  At that moment, the Norlander set his jaw in determination. “You’re right. Victory will go to whichever side cares less about the means of accomplishing it.”


  Boom, boom.


  The drumming grew louder. Norland’s commander wasn’t finished speaking, however. Unhurried, he rose from his seat and added, “There is something I fear more than anything else, though.”


  The bear stood up as well, waiting for him to finish.


  “I don’t want to be a victor with nothing to show for it. The thought of it terrifies me.”


  The bear chuckled, shaking his head. “There’s no chance of that happening.” He didn’t have a doubt in his mind.


  Regardless of the outcome, the bears would gain some territory. There was no danger of their achieving an empty victory. He didn’t care what became of the other two kingdoms.


  No sooner had he thought as much than the tent flap opened, letting in the din from outside. It was still dark out, but the sky gradually lightened as night gave way to morning. He could hear the noise carrying across the vast expanse.


  Boom, boom.


  A bear warrior entered the tent, accompanied by a knight each from Norland and Askosan. “The enemy soldiers are forming up! We can see Faern’s banner, so it looks like they’re taking the vanguard. We believe the mage brigade is behind them.”


  The bear officer made his way out of the tent.


  Beeeep. Beeeep.


  As a signal was sent throughout the alliance base, soldiers and knights emerged from their tents and got into formation. Seeing the Norland and Askosan commanders standing side by side behind him, the bear smirked. He could feel that he had become the alliance’s linchpin.


  “All units, prepare to move!” he shouted.


  Horn blasts carried his order to the entire army. In a flash, tens of thousands of soldiers were moving out.


  There’s a chance Brek will push back, so we need to move in such a way that the Askosan and Norland troops die first—and in multitudes. This was imperative if they wanted to seize the north. Their soldiers can serve as our meat shields. If we sacrifice them, we can block magic attacks.


  With that plan in place, the bear officer didn’t fear the upcoming battle. He was too busy plotting how to sacrifice the kingdoms’ forces while minimizing casualties for Arm and the Bear Tribe to question how quickly the soldiers were mobilizing at the unexpected order.


  Boom, boom.


  “Will we be all right, leaping into battle so abruptly?” Norland’s commander squeaked out.


  The bear officer spoke loudly and clearly. “It’ll be fine.”


  Boom, boom. The roar of the enemy drums grew ever louder.


  Just how many drums are they using? He wondered how many soldiers they had manning the instruments. Holding back his sneer at Brek’s attempt to intimidate them, he bellowed to his audience, “We are strong! We have greater numbers! This is a fight between foot soldiers!”


  Now that there was a bridge across Death Canyon, the battle would largely take place on land. He highlighted that fact, hoping that as many Askosan and Norland soldiers would be killed off as possible.


  Whether the Indomitable Alliance wins or loses, it’s a win-win situation for us. The bear envisioned this wonderful future as he entered his berserk state.


  Stomping his oversized foot on the ground, he cried out, “We’ll defeat the enemy and get our revenge against those traitors!”


  Even then, the drums beat harder in the distance. No… The noise was coming from above.


  Boom, boom.


  The bear officer stopped yelling and raised his head. His eyes flew wide. “H-how is he…?!”


  A black mass of crows loomed in the sky, raising their cries in a cacophony of caws. Standing atop the flock was a tiger in white, beating a drum. What the Indomitable Alliance had mistaken for an army of drummers stemmed from only one, the sound amplified by fierce gusts of wind.


  Yet something even more appalling captured everyone’s attention. A man with features even whiter than the tiger’s robe stood on the sea of crows, holding a cane.


  “He’s alive?!” the bear officer blurted out, incredulous.


  The man with the cane stared down at them with sheer arrogance, his snowy hair fluttering in the wind. Here was the former core figure of the Indomitable Alliance, the man who had started this war, the one who had once been called the north’s brightest star—Guardian Knight Clope Seca. And right beside Clope—who gripped his cane, eyes never leaving the enemy—was the commander of Rowoon’s northeastern region, Cale Henituse.


  Boom, boom.


  The drumming thumped on, but the visual spectacle was so overwhelming that the soldiers couldn’t hear it at all. All the troops of the Indomitable Alliance were thunderstruck.


  One of the soldiers from Norland clenched his spear as he stared up at Clope. “The Guardian Knight is…”


  Clope Seca. What kind of person was he?


  Cale could easily answer that question: He’s the Guardian Knight.


  Clope was the guardian revered not only in Faern but all throughout the north. He was also an aura-wielding swordmaster, the founder of the Indomitable Alliance, and a man with a permanently haughty air.


  In other words, he was a “hero” or a “hero-to-be.”


  The Indomitable Alliance troops had heard that he was defeated during the battle for Henituse territory, but now he had returned. And in such epic fashion too, Cale thought, smiling at the sturdy platform beneath his feet.


  ‹Human! I’ve become even greater and mightier!›


  He could hear Raon’s voice in his head. Although it looked as if the crows had carried them here, Raon was responsible for keeping Cale and Clope afloat.


  And it’s thanks to Mary that this crazy bastard is standing.


  Clope was holding a cane, but he was standing on his own two feet. His magnificent clothes and the white cape flapping behind his armor seemed to broadcast that this Guardian Knight was still the same man he’d always been. If Cale just gave him a little tap, though, his legs would buckle. While Clope could wield his aura, the damage to his arms and legs meant that simply standing was his limit—but he was causing enough chaos in the Indomitable Alliance as it was.


  Shit! The bear officer glanced around in a panic. Clope Seca had reappeared looking as hearty and hale as ever. Certainly not like someone who’d been trounced in battle.


  He turned his attention to Cale. No matter where they went during this war, they kept hearing that name. This person was the pillar of their enemy’s forces, and the north’s greatest knight was by his side.


  Boom, boom.


  Only then did the bear officer figure out why Faern was acting as the vanguard. How could they linger behind when their Guardian Knight was on the front lines? His title carried too much weight for the soldiers to write him off as a mere traitor.


  The Indomitable Alliance forces were already whispering among themselves, ripples of confusion spreading amid their rapid advance.


  I can’t let the mood shift in their favor!


  The bear officer motioned to a mage, who approached and cast a quick amplification spell for him. Glaring up at the sky, the bear roared, “Traitor! How dare you show yourself!”


  His outrage echoed throughout Death Canyon. He stepped forward without hesitation, making a purposeful show of his anger. The bear warrior who’d reported to him earlier, along with the commanders from Norland and Askosan and their subordinates, followed behind him as he strode through the soldiers and headed toward the cliff.


  “We came down through this vicious wind to claim the thawed lands!”


  The bear officer stopped walking. He could see the cliff’s edge and the bridge before him, with the armies of Faern, Rowoon, and Brek on the other side. The bridge was narrow, making for an extremely tight battleground. Planning to use Norland’s and Askosan’s forces to fend off enemy spells as well as Faern’s knights and foot soldiers, he spoke as if he were the commander of the entire army.


  “Our resolve in coming down south will not weaken in the face of betrayal and shady tactics!” he shouted skyward. “Traitors will never understand our mindset for victory!”


  It was then that he made eye contact with the white-haired knight, Clope Seca.


  Peering down at him, Clope slowly began to speak, his voice already amplified thanks to Raon’s magic. “What would the Bear Tribe know about the pain of people born in the coldest regions of the Western Continent?” His calm, steadfast words rang in the air. “The frigid cold has been our constant companion. We’ve been forced to do everything we can to farm those desolate lands. It’s a struggle even to find water in winter when the lakes and seas alike freeze over.”


  Gradually, the expressions of the Indomitable Alliance’s warriors changed. As they recovered from their shock little by little, Clope’s poised voice reached them clearly.


  “How could a bear understand the mindset of we northerners who persisted through those conditions?”


  The bear didn’t suppress his sneer. “Ha! Clope Seca, do you think you’re qualified to say these things?”


  Joy flickered in Clope’s eyes. He recalled a conversation he had with Cale last night.


  “Do you still dream of becoming a legend?”


  “My lord, I…”


  “I’ll give you that opportunity.”


  Cale had held Clope’s gaze, staring the man down in his wheelchair. His tone was mild, but Clope knew that Cale was never colder than when he was speaking mildly. Nevertheless, Cale had told the Guardian Knight what he wanted to hear:


  “Rise.”


  On cue, Mary had manipulated the dead mana to transform Clope’s arms and legs. Clope had slowly lifted himself from the wheelchair. He’d swayed a bit, but once he grasped the cane that Cale handed him, he could stand up straight.


  Cale had spoken as if he were that white-haired priest from before. “From this moment onward, you will become the legend of the north.”


  Legend. The word had put a smile on Clope’s face. His heart thudded in double time.


  Cale’s attitude toward him, of course, remained icy. “But never forget that your life is in my hands.”


  “I will absolutely keep that in mind, my lord.”


  He had been correct. Following a true legend would give him a chance at survival while providing him an opportunity to write his name in the history books.


  Now here was this bear, questioning whether he deserved to speak as he had. The state of his limbs prevented him from using his aura, and he couldn’t exert any strength. And yet, Clope was a man who had worked himself to the bone to become a swordmaster. That experience and the majestic presence it lent him wouldn’t disappear. If anything, the strength of his conviction made his aura even more intense and full of certainty.


  Was he qualified to say those things? The answer was simple.


  Cold as the northern winds, his voice swept through the air: “I do.”


  Faern’s soldiers and knights, along with those from Norland and Askosan, looked up at the man who used to be their role model.


  Watching them in turn, Clope continued, “I am the Kingdom of Faern’s guardian, as well as the Guardian Knight of the north.”


  The weight of that title fell heavy indeed. A momentary smile rose to Cale’s lips before he resumed his stoic expression. His mind went back to a discussion he’d had with Crown Prince Albert.


  “Cale.”


  “Yes, Your Highness?”


  “Will you be putting Clope to use?”


  “Of course. Wouldn’t it be easier for us if someone we can control becomes the central figure of the north?”


  “I suppose it’ll be easy to control him since his life is in your hands.”


  There was no reason for Rowoon or Brek to invade the three northern kingdoms. Even if it would expand their territories, they wouldn’t reap many benefits; there were almost no resources to take from those lands. But for the people of the north, it was home—and the southern kingdoms couldn’t brush off the value of that.


  Rowoon had offered to trade food with the devastated populations who would need to return to those desolate lands after the war, giving them a way to survive without conquest. Furthermore, in this moment, they had offered something else: the pride of the north. Pride. Although their lands may have been barren, the northerners took pride in the places they hailed from.


  It was for this reason that Cale had put this man, whose life was in his hands, to work.


  “I am the Guardian Knight of the north,” Clope repeated. “I will never throw that title away.”


  He was doing this not to pressure the leadership of the three northern kingdoms, but to instill pride in the soldiers and knights who were present. Their expressions varied as they looked at Clope, but he had their attention nonetheless.


  Under their watchful gazes, the Guardian Knight boldly announced, “The north is where I call home, not the Indomitable Alliance.”


  As the bear looked into Clope’s cold eyes, he felt chills running down his spine.


  Cale was instilling this sense of pride in the people’s hearts so the northerners wouldn’t envy the southern lands or hate the southerners themselves. He was also trying to provide the two sides with a common enemy.


  The Guardian Knight named their enemy then. “Bear Tribe, Flame Dwarves, and Arm…I cannot let you take away my home. No, I cannot let you take away our north.”


  The air around the knights and soldiers shifted, and the bear officer scowled. While things were still chaotic, he could feel the situation taking a turn for the worse.


  “That is the reason I returned,” Clope concluded. After turning to Cale, who gave a brief, shallow nod so their audience wouldn’t notice, he shouted Cale’s order. “Tear them apart!”


  His loud cry could be heard throughout the entire battlefield.


  Boom, boom. The pounding of the drum began anew.


  An uneasy feeling came over the bear. Between Clope’s absurd speech, the change in atmosphere, the sudden command, and even the drums, he couldn’t figure out what was going on. “Tear them apart”…? Is that a signal to attack?


  He remembered the enemy’s previous methods. Would they use a large magic circle? The spells that Commander Rosalyn had cast were amazing. Or would it be the whales? Maybe the tigers? There were too many strong individuals among the enemy ranks.


  The bear officer made up his mind on the spot: The bears would be in the rear.


  He turned to the Askosan and Norland commanders to issue his order. “The enemy seems to be launching their attack, so we should get ready. We just need to come at them with overwhelming numbers.”


  When the bear officer looked at him, the Norland commander spoke up. “Do you remember what you said?”


  “What? We’re in a rush right now! Get to the point!” the bear snapped. He couldn’t grasp why the Norlander was so calm, but he reined in his temper and waited for a response.


  The Norland commander quickly continued, “‘Regardless of how we get it done, we must make it happen. That is what determines victory or defeat in war.’”


  “Yeah, of course I remember. I did say something like that.”


  Perhaps the commander needed further encouragement, or maybe Clope’s words had made him nervous. The bear smiled and placed his hand on the Norland commander’s shoulder. Given his height in his berserk state, it was easy for him to reach.


  “Don’t worry about it. We’re going to win. There’s no reason to give that traitor the time of day. The Bear Tribe and all of you are part of the Indomitable Alliance.”


  “You are correct. We will be victorious.” At last, the Norland commander nodded his head with a smile of his own. With a chilly look in his eyes, he added, “After all, we’ve decided not to worry about the means or methods.”


  That was when it happened.


  Shiiing.


  The bear flinched at the sound of a sword being drawn, yanking his hand from the Norlander’s shoulder.


  Bang!


  Sword and fist collided. The blade, which belonged to the Askosan commander, broke on impact with the bear’s fist. Then the bear heard the Norland commander’s voice.


  “Tear the flags!”


  What?


  The Askosan commander’s voice soon followed. “Tear them apart!”


  There was a great ripping of fabric, and the bear officer’s head snapped up. All around them, flags were being torn. The Indomitable Alliance’s banners, located between groups of knights and soldiers, ripped into pieces—and the ones tearing them were none other than the troops from Norland and Askosan.


  “Hoist your own flags!”


  This voice came not from the sky but from the ground. Rosalyn had been the one to start the chant, but many other people joined in. The bear officer watched as a new set of flags rose up in front of him. Faern, Norland, and Askosan—along with Brek—raised their own banners into the sky.


  “What the…?”


  As the two northern kingdoms that had torn down the alliance’s flag hoisted their respective kingdoms’ flags, the bear’s eyes blazed with anger.


  “We’ve decided not to worry about the means or methods.”


  At last, he understood what the Norland commander had meant. When he’d said “we,” he hadn’t been including the Bear Tribe.


  The bear officer remembered something else the Norlander had said: “I don’t want to be a victor with nothing to show for it. The thought of becoming someone like that terrifies me.”


  It all made sense now. To avoid ending up as empty victors, the two kingdoms had switched sides, attaching themselves to the true victors in hopes of gaining even the most meager of benefits.


  The Bear Tribe had been betrayed. Before they had a chance to do the same thing themselves, they and Arm had been stabbed in the back.


  “Y-you…!”


  Shaking with fury, the berserk bear raised his fist without a second thought. He needed to unleash his rage somehow. But just as he reared his arm back, another sword was drawn.


  Shiiing.


  At the same time, the two soldiers who had been guarding the central tents appeared.


  “Poor guys. Never a chance for the lights to go out.”


  “Quiet. We should focus on our job.”


  It was the same pair who had been chatting as they waited for morning to arrive. One removed his helmet, while the other pulled off the cloth covering his head.


  The bear’s furious strike fizzled out. “Are you kidding me?”


  A blade was already at his throat, and a fist hovered a hair’s breadth from his back. The person behind him was the first to speak.


  “Infiltrating your base was child’s play,” Archie said, smirking.


  The soldier who’d removed the cloth around his head was none other than Choi Han, who kept the tip of his blade trained on the bear’s throat. “You won’t get away so easily this time.”


  This bear officer was the one who’d fled from Choi Han in the air before, but now there was nowhere to run. All possible avenues—ahead, behind, and above—were blocked.


  As the bear’s expression crumpled, Cale said, “Capture the enemies.”


  The bear squeezed his eyes shut. The tens of thousands of troops who had been their allies not too long ago were hunting down the bears and dwarves.


  When the bear opened his eyes again, he looked up at the sky. The red-haired man hovering in the air wore a leisurely smile. Here was someone who truly didn’t fret over means or methods to victory. It was he who best fit that description, not the bear officer himself.


  Cale watched as the sun came up, his smile growing wider. Eventually, he said, “Looks like this is the end.”


  The first war was now over. The Indomitable Alliance was no more, and the flags of the established kingdoms of the Western Continent fluttered in the breeze.


   


  ***


   


  Cale descended from the sky, bound for the ground below. Morning had come and gone, and it was now noon. Cheers rang out all around him. Only a few hours had passed since the battle began, but a great many things had happened.


  Upon alighting at the heart of Brek’s formation, he met up with Albert.


  “Commander Cale Henituse.”


  As the prince approached Cale, he heard Rosalyn saying, “Tie up the defeated enemies!”


  Their enemies were defeated, and they had achieved victory. No matter how strong and numerous the bear beastfolk were, there had been fewer than a thousand of them in Death Canyon. It was the same for the Flame Dwarves. Tens of thousands of soldiers, hundreds of knights, and quite a few formidable individuals had surrounded them. The only plausible result was triumph.


  It may have been an easy win, but Albert wanted to savor it. Accordingly, he sought out the man who had worked the hardest during the war.


  Albert stood in front of Cale, gave him a once-over, and asked, “Well?”


  Amid the jubilant cheers and stomps echoing across the canyon, Albert wondered what Cale thought about it all. He wanted to know the emotions lurking behind Cale’s stoic mask.


  “Your Highness…”


  “Yes?”


  Deadpan as ever, Cale said, “It was freezing out there. I’m starving.”


  “You emotionless bas—” Barely catching himself, Albert sighed.


  The soldiers watched as Albert Crossman, soon-to-be king of Rowoon, conversed with Commander Cale Henituse, the key player in this war. Despite their anticipation, they didn’t dare interrupt the pair.


  A short distance away, the battlefield was awash with merriment, but no such fanfare came from the allied headquarters; the core figures at the center were quiet.


  Albert was acutely aware of the contrast. He arranged his features in a bright smile, his sharp eyes telling Cale, Snap out of it and do what you have to do.


  Cale, for his part, got the message right away. “We were victorious, Your Highness,” he reported in a low but joyful voice. Elated, the crown prince stepped toward Cale and wrapped him in a hug.


  At the sight of the crown prince and commander embracing, the soldiers started to get emotional. With their usually reserved leaders behaving this way, the reality of the situation truly sank in. We won. It’s finally over. The soldiers exchanged glances and relaxed in unison.


  Some threw their weapons to the ground with a clatter, while others lifted them into the air. Then, as one, they shouted aloud…


  “Woooooo!”


  Whoops and hollers resounded throughout the base. Even more people joined in as a wave of bliss swept over the area.


  Albert recalled the Plaza Terror Incident. He and Cale had put on a similar show back then, but it hadn’t had nearly the same impact. With matching radiant smiles, the two men murmured to each other.


  “You don’t want a medal, right? Should I give you money?”


  “Yes, please give me another golden plaque.”


  “For what?”


  “I need to waste—I mean, spend some money.” Cale followed this statement with a genuine plea: “Your Highness, I really am hungry.”


  Albert huffed a sigh, his annoyance growing. Then he caught sight of the person who’d accompanied Cale to the grounds: Clope Seca. At first, Albert had assumed this Guardian Knight bastard was the aloof, quiet type. Unlike the other soldiers and knights, who hesitated to approach them, Clope stuck close to Albert and Cale. Thus, the prince heard what he had to say.


  “You truly are a hero who deserves all this cheering, my lord.”


  As an aside, Cale told Albert, “Actually, Your Highness, he has a few screws loose.”


  I know. Albert held back his umpteenth sigh and plastered on another dazzling grin as he released Cale from his hold. Cale likewise flashed a reliable, easygoing smile, befitting of a commander.


  ‹You and the crown prince are smiling like that again, weak human! Are you trying to scam someone?›


  It had been a while since Raon asked if he planned to con somebody. Cale disregarded the dragon’s question and looked around. One by one, his companions were returning to base from the battlefield.


  Cale heard Raon’s voice in his mind again. ‹Are we going to our house?›


  This time, Cale didn’t ignore him. “No, we’re going to the villa,” he whispered, then turned to Albert. “Shall we go back, Your Highness?”


  Albert nodded. “Of course.”


  First, they needed to travel to Rowoon’s capital.


   


  ***


   


  “Why did I do that?”


  Cale was beginning to question himself. Why did he agree to go to the capital first? He should have realized something was up when the crown prince immediately took him up on the suggestion. His approval had come far too readily.


  I knew something felt iffy.


  Cale wore a deep frown. A bite of apple pie was placed in his mouth, which he munched on as he peeked out the carriage window.


  He could see them: a sea of silver shields.


  Outside the small window, the bustling capital was full of people in high spirits. Cale wasn’t taking part in a parade, and the shabby-looking carriage he rode in didn’t bear House Henituse’s golden turtle crest. Even so, he saw plenty of children walking around with silver shields. Some kids wore black robes, while others wandered about with black cloths on their heads. A few had black strings tied to their hair, wielding swords as they scurried to and fro along the ornately decorated street.


  Damn it.


  Sitting beside Cale on the plush seat, Raon fed Cale another chunk of apple pie. “It’s great coming here after so long, human! It’s not as nice as our house, but it’s better than the tent!”


  The beaming young dragon fluttered his wings. He was thrilled to have come back to one of the first houses he’d stayed in since joining Cale on his journey: the Henituses’ capital residence. They had spent the night there after returning from Death Canyon.


  Next, Raon pushed a piece of apple pie toward Mary. “You should eat some too, Little Mary!”


  “Thank you very much, Lord Raon,” she replied in her usual mechanical voice. As Cale turned toward the black-robed necromancer, she addressed him calmly without holding back. “I could hear the citizens cheering for you yesterday, Lord Cale. Some of them were supposedly singing joyful songs about you as well. Apparently, the lyrics mentioned the silver shield, the pillar of fire, and the water wall.”


  Shoot. Cale chewed on the pie, a dejected look on his face. Then his gaze fell on Choi Han.


  Mary, Choi Han, Raon, and Lark had joined Cale aboard the carriage, while Vice-Captain Hilsmann rode outside with the driver. Rosalyn was absent, still busy taking care of things in Brek. Cale had asked for her help regarding the Bear Tribe and the Flame Dwarves, so both she and Witira would have their hands full.


  Guess I need to meet with the bears and the dwarves later too.


  Cale’s thoughts turned to the basement of the Henituses’ capital residence—or, more specifically, to the training ground therein. Archie and Faseton were keeping watch over the half-blood dragon down there, in the same place where Lark had first gone berserk.


  The half-blood dragon’s one-week deadline was almost up. Tonight, Cale would have to ask him for his decision.


  All sorts of complicated issues already occupied his mind, so after staring vacantly at Choi Han for a while, Cale bluntly asked, “Are you going off to war somewhere again?”


  “Who, me?” Choi Han asked, a wholesome smile on his face.


  Cale nodded. “Yes, you. Why are you gripping your scabbard so tight?”


  “I think it’s because I’m nervous about going to the palace.”


  Really? Cale found Choi Han’s behavior strange, but he was about to let it drop when Raon cried out, “Human, Choi Han is getting stronger!”


  “Right here?”


  “Yes!”


  “Inside the carriage?”


  “Yup!”


  “While eating apple pie?”


  “Well, you know!”


  What? Cale blinked at Raon, befuddled. When the black dragon clammed up and avoided his gaze, he turned back to Choi Han.


  “I’m just trying to do my part to earn my keep,” Choi Han said simply.


  Wasn’t he already doing plenty? Cale still thought it was bizarre, but since he wasn’t the one on the other end of the swordmaster’s blade, he decided not to pry further.


  Choi Han watched him resume scowling out the window, remembering the conversation he’d had with Ron while Cale was in pain—when Cale almost died.


  As their discussion wound down, Ron had told Choi Han, “You and I have both experienced it before. That’s why we cannot let it happen again. This is our last home. You understand that, right?”


  Of course he understood. Choi Han knew it all too well.


  Ron carried with him the escape from the Eastern Continent, just as Choi Han carried the tragedy of Harris. Both men wanted to call the Henituse household home for the rest of their lives. But Choi Han had lost not one but two places he belonged thus far: the first when he was transported to this world all alone, and the second when Harris slipped through his fingers.


  This was the third. It had to be the last.


  Choi Han understood his current limits. An imperfect darkness… He still couldn’t infuse his black aura with immaculate darkness. Raon and Cale had told him it was okay to be incomplete, but Choi Han had to prepare for the future.


  He caressed his sword, absorbed in his training…or rather, lost in his musings. How can I make this darkness complete? Do I need to go back to the way I was in the past, when I only knew loneliness and despair?


  Myriad thoughts swirled in Choi Han’s head. There was only one more barrier blocking his way. He just needed something to give him a boost, and that would be enough. Still, something worried him: If he couldn’t overcome the wall by himself, he would need a stepping stone—someone to climb over.


  Choi Han didn’t want to resort to that. He wanted to scale the wall using his own two feet, the same way Raon and Lark had.


  “Oh, and Choi Han?”


  “Yes, Mr. Cale?”


  “Don’t destroy a palace like last time.”


  The innocent smile Choi Han offered in lieu of a response did nothing to ease Cale’s anxiety. He stared fixedly out the window once more, adjusting his sleeves.


  Their carriage was passing through the main gate of the royal palace. News of the war’s end had gradually spread by word of mouth, but the official proclamation was scheduled to happen today.


   


  ***


   


  Albert climbed the steps one by one. He was at the central palace, one of several palaces on the royal family’s grounds and the first visible building when one walked through the main gate. His destination was the tallest point of the palace. After lingering on the terrace for a moment, he headed up toward an even higher platform.


  Neither the king nor anyone else from the royal family was present except for Albert. All according to plan.


  Upon reaching the highest platform, he could see the citizens gathered in a faraway plaza outside the gate, waiting for his speech. A mage activated the video communication device in front of him as soon as he came to stand at the center.


  The device hummed to life, lighting up as it activated. During this brief lull, Albert turned around and motioned to someone inside the terrace, but the man on the receiving end of his gesture was vehemently opposed. Cale’s grown-out hair swayed as he shook his head, expression a portrait of terror.


  Albert chuckled at Cale’s response. Does he think the people won’t know about his achievements if he doesn’t show himself? This lout was oddly smart yet stupid at the same time. Albert had never known anyone else who would place himself at the forefront of every challenge, only to hide in the rear when it came time to receive the rewards for his actions. This bastard was someone who cared for neither power nor fame but was extremely greedy for money.


  Why does he suddenly need five billion galleons? Albert couldn’t understand him at all.


  “Your Highness, it’s connected.”


  At the mage’s report, Albert stood up straight in front of the video communication device.


  The cheers swelled in volume, suggesting that Albert’s face was now visible to those in the central plaza. Albert couldn’t be down there with the citizens, but he smiled brightly as if they were right in front of him before he started to speak. The instant he opened his mouth, an all-encompassing hush fell over the plaza.


  His statement cut through the stillness, his calm voice reaching all corners of the kingdom. The declaration itself was short:


  “The war is over.”


  The citizens clenched their fists in silent euphoria. This was thrilling news no matter how many times they heard it, and hearing the official confirmation filled them with joy.


  “Rowoon defended itself and helped save this continent.”


  The crown prince’s words reached their ears and sank deep into their hearts. Rowoon had been the first nation to clash with the Indomitable Alliance. At the time, everyone had assumed they were helpless—but in the end, their kingdom had not only fought and defeated the enemy but even gone on to help other kingdoms triumph against the invasion.


  “Do you remember what I said?” Albert asked. “Rowoon has the longest history of any kingdom on the Western Continent.”


  When the Indomitable Alliance had transmitted their declaration of war, Rowoon was the last to respond. Albert had uttered these words as the kingdom’s representative. The citizens recalled that statement, as well as what he’d said next:


  “We will show them the strength of survivors.”


  While that had been his prior declaration, the crown prince had something else to say this time.


  “We did it. We showed them the strength of survivors.”


  Rowoon had shown the Western Continent their history and their strength by achieving these results. The crown prince’s brilliant smile etched itself into the citizens’ minds, his gentle voice like warm sunlight heralding the coming of spring.


  “Now we need only to greet spring with full hearts,” Albert finished. With those closing words, the crown prince glanced at the mage, who promptly ended the call.


  The crowd’s answering whoops seemed to travel all the way to the sky.


  The capital—and Rowoon as a whole—would probably bask in the excitement for about a week. They would welcome spring with happy hearts, free of concerns.


  Albert wore that same smile on his face as he descended from the platform, strode past the terrace, and entered the palace, where Cale and four others awaited him. Many of those who had earned merits during the war were elsewhere, so he had only summoned these five.


  The leaders of each other region—the northwest’s Marquess Sten, the southeast’s Marquess Ailan, the central region’s Duke Orsena, and the southwest’s Duchess Guiller—stood before the crown prince. In contrast to Albert’s incandescent smile, the nobles’ expressions were taut and grim. Only Cale was smiling too.


  Albert looked at him and raised a hand. In accordance with his gesture, the terrace door closed, and the curtains were tugged shut. The scenery outside the terrace vanished, blocking out the bright sun and gaiety beyond. With the sunlight gone, a wintry chill cooled the room.


  “Commander Cale Henituse.”


  “Yes, Your Highness?”


  Albert studied the other nobles’ tense faces, then asked Cale, “What must we do now?”


  His casual question was met with an equally poised response. “We need to tear down the Empire’s flag.”


  Albert didn’t miss the way Cale had deliberately presented himself. Although he had signaled the conclusion of the war, Cale still wore the black uniform of the northeastern military commander.


  Winter had come to an end. Like animals stretching as they emerged from hibernation to greet the spring, Rowoon was flexing its wings.




  Chapter 56:
Buddy!


   


  THE EXPRESSIONS ON THE FACES of the nobles listening to Cale and the crown prince shifted. This exchange between Cale and Albert could only mean one thing: Rowoon wanted to take over the Mogor Empire.


  House Ailan was known as the leader of Rowoon’s southeastern region. The family head, Marquess Xand Ailan, gulped when he saw the look on Albert’s face. He means it. The crown prince truly was targeting the Empire, and he had called the kingdom’s highest-ranking nobles here to make that apparent.


  No… We weren’t the only ones summoned.


  Marquess Ailan directed his gaze to Cale, who stood halfway between himself and the crown prince. It seemed the two men had already settled everything between them.


  This is bad. Marquess Ailan couldn’t determine how the state of affairs in the Western Continent would proceed from here on out. They had only just dropped the curtain on one war, yet the crown prince was already preparing for another? Wasn’t the crown prince supposed to be a ruler who cherished his people? He had just informed the citizens that the war was over and they were free to greet spring; that meant the war against the Empire would take a different form from the conflict with the Indomitable Alliance.


  But that’s not the problem. There was a deeper reason that Marquess Ailan thought this was bad—one that left his mouth totally dry.


  Rowoon is far from weak.


  The real issue was that this war against the Empire seemed doable. The growth of the mage brigade and the navy, as well as the overall boost to the knights’ morale, proved that Rowoon was already one of the Western Continent’s strongest kingdoms. Furthermore, they had an aura-wielding swordmaster and many other impressive individuals in their arsenal, which were was the key to success for a powerful nation. And although most people didn’t know about it because the news hadn’t spread, the crown prince had been applying pressure to the churches for a while now, laying groundwork to bring the necromancers and the dark elves into the kingdom.


  Albert truly exemplified the strength of a survivor. He had shown his grit by holding on to his position after he had lost the king’s favor, with no powerful backers in his corner. His strongest supporters were the Henituses and other northeastern nobles, the central figures in the recent war. Marquess Ailan, for his part, had failed to accomplish anything during the conflict. In fact, the southeastern nobles’ influence had declined, making his situation less than favorable.


  Still, no matter how strong Rowoon has become, the Empire is its own beast. It was no small feat to mess with the Mogor Empire, which had long lorded over the Western Continent.


  Marquess Ailan’s mind spun, but his emotions were even more turbulent. The problem is that I keep thinking it’s possible.


  No matter how many years he’d spent embroiled in politics, he was still Rowoon’s most renowned martial artist. What warrior or swordfighter would want to suppress their powers in the face of war? Fending off the Indomitable Alliance and attacking the Empire were wildly different scenarios. The notion that Rowoon was poised to attack sent a thrill through him.


  It will present a golden opportunity for each faction’s nobles too.


  He glanced over at Duke Orsena, who represented the central nobility. It was well known that the two men didn’t belong to the crown prince’s faction. As Rowoon’s reputation grew, their influence diminished. Gaining merit in the war against the Empire would provide them with a shortcut to retrieve their lost prominence.


  A bitter smile formed on Marquess Ailan’s face as he regarded the crown prince. This was probably his aim in inviting us here. The man’s strategic mind unnerved him.


  When Albert spoke again, however, the marquess’s wry smile soon vanished. “Do you know the story of the Crossman dynasty?” Albert asked.


  The Crossmans had been on the throne since Rowoon’s founding. And, as people often said, The Crossman ruler always has beautiful golden hair.


  This blond hair symbolized the royal bloodline. While not every descendant of the Crossmans had been blond, the king and every heir to the throne had sported golden locks. Supposedly, this was because the Crossmans had been blessed by the God of Sun, but the nobles didn’t dare say so in public.


  Albert soon touched upon the reason for that. “It’s said that we Crossmans are blessed by the God of Sun, but it is the Empire who prevents us from sharing that story. Such is the sorrow of an average kingdom.”


  The Mogor Empire was the strongest nation on the continent, as well as home to the most churches serving the God of Sun. The imperial family had always cherished this god. Thus, after a certain point in history, the Crossmans couldn’t openly discuss their roots. It wasn’t that the Empire had forced their hand; rather, they chose to keep mum about it of their own accord. Since they were weak, they didn’t want to take any actions that might lead to a fight.


  Plus, apart from the Crossmans’ legendary association with the God of Sun, Rowoon had no national religion. Rowoon’s royal family didn’t push their people toward the Church of the God of Sun, reluctant to align themselves with the faith.


  The nobles looked displeased by his admission. Having registered as much, he turned back to Cale. The others might’ve assumed Cale was listening intently, but the way he stared at the ceiling made it obvious to Albert that there wasn’t a single thought in his head.


  How did I end up having to collaborate with a bastard like him?


  The answer, of course, was that this pain in the neck was the most trustworthy person Albert knew.


  Holding back a sigh, the crown prince continued, “His Majesty was originally planning to hand over the crown after this war.”


  What is he talking about? Cale had barely been listening, but now his gaze snapped in Albert’s direction. Why was the crown prince divulging this crucial information in the same tone Ron used when discussing lemon tea in the morning?


  Cale’s brow furrowed as he stared at the man who’d dropped this bombshell of an announcement, but his shock couldn’t hold a candle to the other nobles’.


  “I-I see!” Duke Orsena, leader of the central faction, showed his astonishment openly. Quickly getting ahold of himself, he added, “Right, understood. I wasn’t aware of that.”


  Then Albert struck the reeling nobles with another reveal: “I declined.”


  His declaration ripped a gasp from the duke’s throat. He’d refused the throne? That made it clear who held the power in Rowoon right now.


  Marquess Ailan finally forced his mouth open to say, “I know I shouldn’t question your decisions, Your Highness, but may I ask your reason for doing so?”


  Albert quietly studied the marquess who had addressed him. With his beautiful blond hair and blue eyes, the crown prince fit the profile of a Crossman heir to a T. He smiled at Marquess Ailan—who didn’t avoid his gaze—and then turned around, walking toward the terrace.


  Ksshhh. He reopened the curtains, allowing the sun’s radiant light to spill into the room. With that sun at his back, Albert said, “I will become Rowoon’s ruler when we’re at our brightest.”


  Albert had set his sights on the moment the kingdom would fully spread its wings once more. Only then would he become Rowoon’s next king. He had pushed back his coronation so he could take up the throne after the kingdom had gobbled up some of the Empire’s territory.


  He conveyed this aspiration to the noble leaders. “I wish to shine brighter than any other in this land known as Rowoon.”


  His smile was positively dazzling. The sun behind him cast his face in shadow, but his gaze and his grin were clearer than ever before.


  Albert’s confident declaration echoed in the chilly room. “Will you all take me there?”


  Silence settled over the space. His voice hung in the air, spreading like fog.


  “I have no wish to shed our people’s blood along the way, of course.”


  Wow. Cale was amazed. As expected of the man who’d managed to handle Choi Han in the novel, Albert wasn’t allowing the nobles room to breathe. He cared about Rowoon’s people and the greater good, but he also didn’t hide his ambition.


  Those are the instincts of a king.


  Rosalyn’s ambition had led her to throw away her royal birthright and choose a different path, whereas Albert’s ambition drove him to conceal his dark elf heritage and keep striving to ascend the throne even without his father’s support. And he didn’t stop there. He wanted to rule a powerful Rowoon. Perhaps the version of Choi Han in Birth of a Hero had helped Albert not just because of his smooth tongue but also because he had the presence of a true ruler.


  I have no doubt Albert becomes one of the main heroes after Volume Five. The Albert Cale knew from reading up to that point had done nothing more than dole out tasks to Choi Han. But if Volume Six onward introduced new powerhouses and heroes in addition to Choi Han, Lark, and Rosalyn, then Cale was confident that Albert would be one of them.


  He won’t lose to Prince Adin.


  Cale couldn’t help but support this crown prince who, despite his greed, put his people first.


  While Cale quickly tamped down his smile, the other nobles experienced such a profound chill that even the warmth of the sun failed to reach them.


  Marquess Ailan had closed his eyes, a thousand thoughts whirling through his mind. His eyes flew open right after, however; he had made up his mind in less than five seconds. It was time to put everything on the line. Let’s do it.


  Yet another man had made his choice faster than the rest. He spoke up, answering the crown prince’s request. “Very well, Your Highness.” Indeed, Cale was the first to answer Albert’s call to action. With a shallow bow, Cale added, “You will write a new story for Rowoon and the Crossman royal family.”


  Ha! Albert smothered his laughter.


  The kings of the Crossman line had always been blond. While he thought it was a rotten tradition, Albert had to present himself as blond too. It went beyond personal pride. He sensed the people would find it difficult to accept the dark elf blood he’d been hiding all this time. Not to mention, his true appearance would be a weakness when it came to politics and foreign affairs.


  Albert understood the significance of Cale’s response. Cale never said anything he didn’t mean. He was fully convinced Albert would become Rowoon’s king, even though he didn’t share the defining trait of his royal bloodline.


  I like that.


  Albert turned to the others, who bowed their heads and shared similar sentiments.


  “We will do what we can to pave the way for you, Your Highness.”


  Cale raised his head before the rest. The smile on his face looked positively devious…but Albert wore a devilish grin of his own.


  ‹Human! The crown prince is smiling like you!›


  “You may raise your heads.” When nobles looked up at Albert’s command, he gave them another order. “Now, I’ll tell you the path you must take from here.”


  Naturally, he and Cale had come up with this plan together.


  While the bright sun shone down on the citizens cheering outside, Rowoon’s central figures laid the groundwork for a different future.


   


  ***


   


  Upon his return to the Henituses’ capital residence, Cale glanced at the clock. The second hand was ticking away.


  Tick tock. Tick tock.


  “They’ll be here soon, human!”


  Cale turned his head at Raon’s comment, and a vivid burst of light filled his vision.


  Whoosh!


  The magic circle in the empty room next to Cale’s bedroom pulsed brightly. Once the light had receded…


  “Nice house.”


  Erhaven looked around, accompanied by three people wearing white priest robes with no crests.


  The ancient dragon had returned to the stone guardian’s villa to transport them here. They were, of course, the three Cale had been waiting for: the crazy priestess Kage, the half-saint Jack, and the bloodthirsty swordmaster and fake saintess Hana. They had come to see Cale for the first time in a while.


  “There you are! The God of Death seems to be doing a good job.” Without further ado, Kage whipped out some wine glasses with shields etched onto them.


  Hana offered Cale a casual greeting, hand on her scabbard. “Hey.”


  “I have heard much about your noble deeds, Lord Cale,” Jack enthused with a smile, looking even more pious than usual.


  Once each person had greeted him in their own way, Cale put on the softest smile he could manage and said, “We need to go do some preaching.”


  Silence filled the room.


  Still smiling, Cale turned to meet Kage’s stare. “Did I seem holy, Miss Kage?”


  Kage scrunched up her face and replied, “You look evil.”


  The crazy priestess didn’t know how to lie. Cale’s expression quickly soured.


  “Agreed,” Hana said flatly.


  When the look on Cale’s face grew more disgruntled, Jack approached him in an apologetic manner. Stepping close, he whispered, “Although your smile was…different from usual, I know you have a pure heart, and you seek to do what’s right. I heard about everything you did during the war. You saved a lot of people in Rowoon and the other kingdoms, didn’t you? I thought that was very fitting of you, Lord Cale. Except…” Sadness shimmered in Jack’s eyes. “I worry that having to hurt your enemies was painful for you. I’ve come to experience many things myself, so I certainly understand that we must be merciless to protect ourselves and our people. But I do hope you’re all right.”


  Jack’s innocent face had become a bit more mature. Behind him, Kage heaved a big sigh and shook her head, while Hana eyed her older brother with pity. Facing Jack anew, Cale replied, “I’m okay.”


  At this indifferent response, Jack held his emotions in check and nodded. “I understand what you mean, sir.”


  What exactly do you think I mean? Cale wanted to ask, but the question never made it past his lips. Erhaven had loosed an exasperated breath.


  ‹Human, that saint’s a good guy. He’s good all the way down to his heart! He definitely deserves the title!›


  Cale didn’t dignify Raon’s statement with a response, instead addressing Kage and Jack. “Go ahead and rest for a bit. You can join the others on the first floor or retire to your own rooms. Either way, do relax while you’re here.”


  He then locked eyes with Hana. She wasn’t wearing a robe, letting her scars show. With her face exposed, Cale noted that her gaze was even more vicious than before.


  “As for you, follow me.” Having told her as much, he headed to the basement with Hana and the two dragons in tow.


  Trailing behind him, she asked, “Where are we going?”


  “To a prison that might become an execution ground.”


  Execution ground. Those words brought a wicked smile to Hana’s lips as she considered why Cale would take her to such a place.


  Cale stopped outside the basement training area. “I may save one of Arm’s core Red Stars today,” he said. “I may also take him around with me for the next six months.”


  Mention of the organization stole the smile off Hana’s face. She had been saying all this time that she would be the one to kill the members of Arm, and that she had been training with that moment in mind.


  “I know you despise Arm and want to slaughter every last one of them, but you’ll need to deal with this one for a few months.”


  That was what worried him. He was afraid that this bloodthirsty swordmaster would snap and chop the Arm member’s head off. It would be child’s play for someone of her skill.


  “Cale Henituse.” At the sound of Hana’s voice, Cale slowly turned his head to look at her. Holding his gaze, she said honestly, “I’m not a shameless person.”


  Cale had allowed her to stay at the villa and prevented the whales from killing her. While Hana did want revenge against Arm, she was fully cognizant of everything she had done.


  Her smile returned. “You don’t need to tell me these things. If you try to save him, I won’t do anything.”


  Pulling her aside to warn her of this might’ve been Cale’s way of showing consideration toward her. Hana wasn’t too familiar with the concept, but she took her hand off of her scabbard.


  “Mm.” Cale thought that she might have misunderstood something. Should I have mentioned that he’ll end up exploding in six months? Though he felt that something was off, he decided to just let it go.


  Cale was keeping the half-blood dragon alive for a reason. He had asked Erhaven to retrieve the God of Sun’s twins and Kage from the villa while everybody else went to the capital. When Erhaven was preparing to head out, Cale had also requested something else.


  “Think you can make it, sir?”


  “Sure, if you get me the ingredients. But why?”


  “I need it for something.”


  Reflecting on that conversation, Cale opened the heavy door to the training ground. It slowly swung open with a loud screech.


  “Oh, you’re here, Lord Cale.”


  “Lord Cale. Hey.”


  The two whales saw them enter the training ground and offered their greetings, respectful on Faseton’s part and half-assed from Archie. When Cale motioned for them to leave, the pair quietly left the area.


  Hana’s gaze found the figure at the center of the training ground, and she swallowed. She remembered how she looked back when she’d been poisoned by dead mana, but this creature was even more gruesome—neither human nor monster. Her frown wasn’t because she thought he looked disgusting or ugly but because he reminded her of her former self.


  Why does this punk only take in people like this? Cale kept picking up strays on the verge of death, like this Red Star here and even Hana herself. She was intrigued by him, but Cale didn’t think anything of it. For him, it was just the reality of things.


  Weak panting filled the space. Cale drew close enough to hear the half-blood dragon’s thready gasps, then crouched and locked eyes with him. “Take your pick,” he said, getting right down to business.


  The half-blood dragon tried to smile, but he no longer had the strength. The week that Cale had given him had come to an end.


  Next, he looked at the ancient dragon standing behind Cale. During Cale’s last visit, the half-blood had talked with Erhaven, making it his first-ever conversation with a dragon. It hadn’t been a big deal, but he found himself wanting to chat once more. Only this time, he wanted to speak with Cale.


  He forced his lips to move. “Why do you want to keep me alive for six months?”


  The half-blood dragon was curious about Cale’s reasons, and he felt the need to know before he made his decision.


  Without hesitation, Cale answered, “You need to go back to your place.”


  “My place?”


  “That’s right.”


  Cale didn’t trust him. No matter how much the half-blood dragon’s sad upbringing had contributed to his corruption, he’d once wanted Cale and his companions dead. Cale couldn’t relax his guard around him; he cared more about the people in his life than this bastard’s sob story. While Cale would allow him to live for another half year, he had a particular task to accomplish.


  As for what that task was, Cale made it clear. “I mean your home. Arm. You have to guide me to where you stayed.”


  Realization dawned on Erhaven, who hummed in understanding. The sound didn’t reach the half-blood dragon, who went on speaking with Cale.


  “If you want to know where the base is, can’t I just tell you that?”


  “How would I know you weren’t lying?” Cale’s immediate parry left the half-blood dragon at a loss for words. “I can’t trust you. That’s why you have to lead us there with your own two feet.”


  Another question surfaced in the half-blood dragon’s mind. “What do you plan to do once you find out where Arm is?”


  “None of your business,” Cale said firmly, a slight smile playing on his lips.


  His reaction only confirmed Erhaven’s suspicions. He’s planning to blow up Arm’s headquarters!


  A few days ago, Cale had asked the ancient dragon if it was possible to produce a large quantity of Dragon’s Rage. Erhaven had originally assumed Cale intended to use it against the Empire and the Alchemist’s Bell Tower, but this punk was already plotting what he’d do to Arm after dealing with the Empire.


  Erhaven was correct. Cale planned to work himself to the bone for a short period of time before enjoying a peaceful, laid-back lifestyle in his late twenties. His mindset was so strong that it could overcome most natural disasters.


  Faced with Cale’s steadfast gaze, the half-blood dragon closed his mouth and examined his captor. He had heard that Cale was twenty years old, but Cale’s eyes had a hardness that he hadn’t gained in all his nine hundred years. Those eyes were telling him something—urging him to make his choice.


  The half-blood dragon slowly opened his trembling lips. For the first time in his life, he had the chance to decide his own fate. “Six months from now… That’s when I want to die.”


  He had heard that his body would explode. That was when he wanted to go.


  Upon voicing his answer, the half-blood dragon sucked in a deep breath. His limbs began to shake, his body seizing up to the point that he couldn’t speak. His eyes were fixed on the man before him—and he wasn’t the only one.


  Erhaven and Hana stared at Cale, who seemed different from usual. Though he crouched on the floor in an undignified posture, an unbelievable pressure flowed out of him. Hana glanced down at her hand to find her fingers quivering; the crushing sensation was strong enough to affect a swordmaster like herself. It was as if she were a puny human standing before a tempest. Simply looking at Cale’s back made her feel small.


  Raon’s paw landed on Erhaven’s back. The black dragon took a deep breath and announced, “This is…this is when our weak human seems a little bit stronger!”


  Standing beside them, Hana made a face. “A little bit”…? This is just a little bit?!


  “But today he seems really strong compared to normal,” Raon added.


  That didn’t even begin to describe it. Hana clenched and unclenched her fists repeatedly, thinking it might keep the others from noticing her trembling.


  Erhaven wasn’t affected by the pressure; he turned away from the proud-looking Raon and faced Cale. It’s almost at the level of Dragon Fear… No, it’s equivalent to it.


  This pressure was similar to the Dragon Fear of an adult dragon. Dragon Fear was the extreme pressure of a higher-class being, released when an adult dragon wanted to make its presence known. This wasn’t actually Dragon Fear, though.


  I know this feeling. It was the power of a dragon slayer, which Erhaven had sensed from Cale before. Dragon slayers gave off a pressure that couldn’t be subjugated by Dragon Fear. This was the first time Erhaven had seen Cale activate this ability…and soon Cale used another power as well.


  This human—whose aura matched the level of the world’s greatest beings, the dragons—took a white crown out of his pocket. Anyone could see that the crown suited him quite well at the moment; no one who encountered him here and now would hesitate to call him a king.


  As the white crown in Cale’s hand began to glow, Erhaven uttered a different name for a dragon slayer: “The Betrayer.”


  Only the eldest dragon in the Eastern Continent would have known this way of referring to dragon slayers. Humans who could grow by eating dragons perverted the laws of nature. They were not merely mutants or variants; they were beings capable of overcoming the limitations of a lower race and hunting dragons successfully. The dragon slayer bloodline selected one leader each generation, and that person wielded the power to destroy the ecosystem.


  These dragon slayers were rejected by nature itself. They could never become kings; they existed outside of the natural order and fought against dragons.


  Even so, dragons didn’t hate the dragon slayers. Although nature spurned them as betrayers, dragons believed no one could exist without a natural enemy. Dragon slayers were the dragons’ sole competitors and predators. Thus, while the dragons had a distaste for dragon slayers, they couldn’t fully detest their only opponents. A race without a natural rival would grow complacent.


  Erhaven watched Cale with amusement. He had heard about the fake dragon slayer, Sirem. That information had led him to discover that the dragon slayer bloodline had disappeared, its true powers scattered across the world. Now one person was gradually accumulating those displaced powers. Surprisingly, he was a man who saved dragons—a man who couldn’t watch someone die, let alone hunt dragons himself.


  A new dragon slayer—no, a new Betrayer—may appear.


  A new era was approaching. Watching the encroaching dawn of this new age, Erhaven felt terribly old.


  The two dragons looked on as Cale activated Ancient Powers that were relatively obscure. While they had an enemy in Arm and the continent was in chaos, Erhaven could see the light beyond all of that. Cale stood at the center of it.


  Hana gulped, then turned her head away with a grunt.


  Lips tugging down in a frown, Erhaven took a slow step toward Cale. He then realized that contrary to the aura Cale was giving off, the human was exhausted. His fatigue was plain on his face.


  “Hah… Damn it…”


  Slurp, slurp.


  “Aaahhhh! Ngh!”


  The half-blood dragon’s tormented scream cut through the sound of the white crown’s jewel slurping his blood.


  Slurp, slurp. The white jewel was enthusiastically eating up his blood’s draconic power. Cruel as it might’ve seemed, Cale hadn’t healed the injuries the half-blood dragon sustained during the last battle. Instead, he’d staunched his bleeding enough to keep him alive. The crown was sucking blood out of the hideous wound that Choi Han and Raon had inflicted in the half-blood dragon’s stomach.


  What if he dies from blood loss? Honestly speaking, Cale was worried; the half-blood dragon was shrieking as if the pain was unbearable. On advice from the Dominating Aura’s owner, Cale turned up the Ancient Power’s intensity until he was using it at its maximum capacity.


  “About the Dominating Aura… Do you know why you need this bluff of a power? People who don’t know much about it would say it’s good for scamming others, but it’s useless in battle.”


  That was the truth—it was perfect for conning people. But the ability had a particular use as well.


  “It’s to scam this crown. This aura is the only thing in this world that the crown fears.”


  With a horrid gasp, the half-blood dragon fainted.


  “Sheesh.” Cale’s instincts spurred him on. “Don’t overdo it,” he whispered to the crown, making sure the Dominating Aura was completely activated and focused solely on the crown.


  At this point, even Erhaven couldn’t come any closer.


  Cale murmured threats that had the crown shaking. “You’d better listen to me, unless you want me to cut you in half and grind you into a powder so fine that you vanish from the world without a trace.”


  Erhaven was shocked by what he heard. The half-blood dragon passed out, so he’s probably not talking to him… Is he threatening inanimate objects now? He stood rooted to the spot, wondering what was going on.


  Cale kept menacing the crown in earnest. “You disgusting piece of shit. I’ll destroy you one day.”


  The crown was obviously quivering now.


  Finally, Cale uttered his last warning: “If you want to live for a long time, do what I tell you.”


  The crown then drank from the half-blood in a slower, gentler fashion.


  “Oho!” Erhaven cried out.


  Looking satisfied, Cale said under his breath, “Too bad. I was hoping I could chuck you to the ground and stomp on you like last time.”


  The crown stopped drinking, shuddering.


  “What’s this? Are you not going to do your job?”


  At Cale’s reprimand, the crown had no choice but to suck the rest of the dragon blood out bit by bit. Cale peeled his gaze away from the crown and checked on the half-blood dragon. His black scales were gradually disappearing, leaving behind human flesh. It was proof that the dragon heart inside his human heart was slowly losing its strength.


  The communication device shattered the silence, its emergency alert blaring. Beeeeeep. Beeeeeep.


  Raon zoomed up to Cale. “Human! It’s that idiot Tunka! Tunka is calling!”


  Commander Tunka of the Kingdom of the Whipper was reaching out.


  Unconcerned, Cale replied, “Ignore it.” He could finish dealing with the half-blood dragon before calling Tunka back.


  “All right, I’ll ignore stupid Tunka’s call! But he left a message too!”


  “What’s the message?”


  “‘Hey, buddy, I miss you! I need your help.’ That’s what he said!”


  What kind of nonsense was that? Since when had he become buddies with Tunka? Cale laughed in disbelief.


  Setting his amusement aside, Cale moved the crown away from the half-blood dragon’s body with an uncomfortable expression on his face. The white crown seemed to be full. It emitted an even holier light and gave off a strange aura.


  It didn’t matter, though.


  Without warning, the crown went flying sideways, clattered to the ground, and rolled away.


  While everyone was startled by Cale’s sudden action, he went to pick up the crown as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. “I was just annoyed.”


  I have a knack for acting like a degenerate, he thought to himself. Chucking away something he didn’t like struck him as bona fide lout behavior.


  “Goodness… This unlucky punk.” Erhaven might have looked calm, but Cale’s actions gave him a sense of the turmoil in his mind. This sly, unfortunate bastard was also a genuinely good person, so Erhaven could easily discern that there was a lot going through Cale’s head.


  Humans truly are emotional creatures.


  In truth, Cale wasn’t thinking about anything too deeply. He called out to the whales outside the training ground. “Faseton. Archie.”


  Hearing his name, the killer whale poked his head in. “Wh-what is it?”


  Cale turned away from the still-roguish Archie and back toward the half-blood dragon. As soon as he did, Archie gulped and shoved Witira’s younger brother, the half-blood whale Faseton, behind his back.


  “I want to see too!” Faseton protested.


  Archie pushed Faseton back with a click of his tongue, shooting him a look of firm refusal. Looking at Cale once more, he thought, As expected, even Lord Cale is…weird.


  The aura that had flooded out of the training ground just now had given Archie chills. Faseton had felt it as well and wanted to take a peek, but Archie figured the half-blood whale was too weak to comprehend the full force of the aura. Its presence exceeded even that of the Whale King, Seakeller. Archie had never expected Cale to emanate such power. No wonder Cale was close to two dragons.


  How could they tell me to protect this human because he’s weak?!


  Archie recalled the fuss the palace-destroying trio had made about how they needed to protect Cale. He didn’t buy it. If you asked him, Cale’s group was filled with people talking nonsense.


  I guess I’m the most mature guy here. I know the world better now. Reflecting on how he’d grown from the ocean’s vagabond into a responsible adult, Archie felt proud of himself. He was smiling and giving himself a mental pat on the back when he met Cale’s eyes again.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Ahem… Nothing, Lord Cale.”


  Archie banished his silly grin and snapped to attention as Cale pointed at the half-blood dragon. The killer whale swallowed hard. He saw a pale-faced human who radiated no discernible strength beyond that of a normal human.


  The traces of a dragon haven’t disappeared, though.


  Signs of the half-blood dragon’s heritage lingered. Because he was wearing the same clothing from when they were fighting, Archie could glimpse his body in places. Archie scrutinized the upper left area of the mage’s torso, where his heart lay. In that spot, a scale still sat upon his skin.


  Although his draconic powers were gone, minor traces of his dragon side and his attribute remained.


  As Archie stared at the half-blood dragon, he heard Cale say, “Put him in an empty room. Don’t forget to tie him up.”


  Cale regarded the half-blood dragon’s raggedy robes and the battered, bloodied body underneath. It was a weak human’s body.


  He walked past Archie on his way out of the training ground, tacking on one last command: “Tidy him up like a human.”


  Erhaven huffed a laugh. This was Cale’s way of confirming that the half-blood dragon was more human now. Entirely so. And calling him “human” seemed kinder than referring to him as a “person” would have.


  An inexplicable emotion came over Erhaven. The traces of the dragons consumed by the half-blood were gone, apart from the small amount left on his heart. The only thing left was a hint of the Eastern Continent’s ancient dragon, Ollien, who was eaten by the fake dragon slayer.


  Archie’s voice broke the silence. “Uh, as a member of the Whale Tribe, I can make him look like one of us…but I don’t know how to make him look human.”


  Cale loosed a long, long sigh.


  At that, Archie blurted out, “Oh, I’ve got it! I just remembered! I’ll make sure he’s one totally spiffed-up human!”


  The killer whale couldn’t understand why he was spouting these things. Cale had no interest in Archie’s chaotic thoughts, however. With a last glance at the sleeping half-blood dragon, he headed to his bedroom.


  He thought about what Erhaven had told him not too long ago. Before the ancient dragon left to fetch the trio from the stone guardian’s villa, he’d privately disclosed to Cale what he’d discussed with the half-blood dragon in the underground prison.


  “Arm’s leader, White Star, supposedly has another organization in addition to Arm. That is the main organization.”


  Arm was only a subordinate group. If that was true, then what was the main organization? Where could it be?


  Cale’s expression hardened as he walked to his bedroom, a frigid air settling over him. He looked the same as he had when concocting plans as Kim Roksu.


  “There are too many reasons to reconstruct the Empire.”


  He considered what Erhaven had gleaned from the half-blood dragon. “Supposedly, the larger organization uses alchemy.”


  Arm had been active in the Eastern Continent, and alchemy was used in the Western Continent. Cale could feel White Star’s eagerness to lay down roots in both continents to gobble them both up at once.


  “The master of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower is the final Red Star.”


  Cale had once met Metelona, vice-master of the Bell Tower, but he had yet to cross paths with the actual tower master and had no information about them. The person’s appearance, personality, and age were unknown.


  “And, Cale…White Star’s hair color is apparently the same as yours.”


  It wasn’t the bright crimson of Rosalyn’s hair, reminiscent of a blazing sun, but a bloody sunset shade akin to Cale’s. That was useful information.


  All emotion steadily drained from Cale’s face. He stopped walking and looked at his reflection in the hallway window. His hair had grown a bit past his shoulders by now.


  Cale thought about this enemy, who was said to share his hair color and have a similar aura. A smile rose to his lips. He was slowly crafting a mental image of this enigmatic adversary.


  “He said the way White Star smiled beneath that mask bore a resemblance to you.”


  His grin only grew. He used these details, along with his reflection, to paint a picture of the leader at the top of the enemy hierarchy.


   


  ***


   


  Cale’s smile vanished as quickly as it came.


  “Long time no see, buddy!”


  Yikes. Hearing it again sent chills crawling all over Cale’s body. He scowled at Tunka through the video communication device, looking as if he’d just swallowed the most bitter medicine in the world.


  “Since when have I been your buddy? I told you, I’m a bad guy. You shouldn’t trust me.”


  “Ah ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!”


  Sheesh. My ears. Tunka’s laughter was deafening. Cale glanced at the three children plugging their ears in the device’s blind spot, then flinched—he’d just spotted Choi Han caressing his scabbard.


  He turned back to Tunka. “Be quiet.” Or Choi Han is going to beat you up.


  Tamping his laughter down to a giggle, Tunka remarked, “I saw the info Albert sent over. The Empire’s aiming for us again?”


  “That’s ‘His Highness’ to you.”


  “Sure, sure. The info His Highness sent over.”


  “It’s true.”


  His curt response had Tunka watching him in silence, so Cale took the opportunity to observe him in turn. The barbarian seemed even wilder and more ferocious than before, and he’d bulked up considerably. The Kingdom of the Whipper hadn’t just been sitting back and watching the other kingdoms fight, then.


  “I’ve been waiting for the right moment too,” Tunka finally said.


  Cale smirked, but it didn’t last long.


  “I don’t care if it’s the Empire or whoever else. Anybody shows up, and I’ll rip ’em to pieces.”


  This lunatic had thrown the Kingdom of the Whipper into chaos, then targeted the Mogor Empire. Cale assumed he might’ve learned some restraint by now, but that didn’t appear to be the case.


  “Hee hee hee! I smell strong people from the Empire. Hee hee, I’ve been waiting for too long.”


  His laughing face isn’t normal. It didn’t seem like he’d gone mad, though. This hooligan had only grown more vicious as he was forced to wait before striking.


  Cale decided he didn’t need to hear any more. The easiest way to deal with this was to simply say what he needed to say. “Anyway, Tunka…”


  Tunka had been cackling away as he fantasized about fighting, but when he heard Cale’s voice, he gave his full attention.


  “You any good at playing with fire?”


  Tunka flinched. He’d hated fire ever since he encountered the pillar of flame surrounding Myple Castle.


  “‘Playing with fire’?” he parroted.


  Cale did indeed mean it literally. He wanted to show those imperial jerks the ways of a lunatic. An idiot doing crazy things could be terrifying.


  Cale let out a laugh of his own. “That’s right. Actually, how does a sea of fire sound?”


  “A s-sea of fire?”


  “What about beating things down?”


  “That’s my specialty,” Tunka shot back. The smile on Cale’s face startled him, but he swiftly joined in with a matching smirk. He knew that when Cale smiled like this, something big was in store.


  As the tyrant’s eyes sparkled in anticipation, Cale told him the words he’d been waiting for. “I’ll be there soon.”


  “I’ll be waiting for you! You truly are the only one who’s always there for me when I need you. That’s why you’re my buddy!”


  I’m really not.


  Cale winced. He’d originally intended to go to Tunka right away, but this called for a change of plans. I’ll take my time getting there.


  “Thanks, bro!” Tunka said. “Seriously, thank you. I mean it.”


  Somehow, it seemed like he was growing up.


  Click. Cale hung up the call without another word. Chatting with Tunka drained his energy in a different way from fighting on the battlefield. Tunka was still a tyrant, but he was becoming a more humane tyrant. Cale didn’t know whether that was good or bad.


  “Mr. Cale?”


  While Cale tried to forget about Tunka’s gratitude, Choi Han approached him. The others were chatting and relaxing with the trio from Scary Stone Villa, but Choi Han had followed him to the bedroom. When Cale saw the look on Choi Han’s face, he thought, What now?


  “What is it?”


  “Can I come with you this time?”


  Cale couldn’t believe what he’d heard. “Why are you asking something so obvious?”


  After a moment’s silence, Choi Han asked, “Are you planning on going to the Kingdom of the Whipper first?”


  “No.”


  “Meeeeeow.”


  “Meeow!”


  Ohn and Hong padded over to join them. Cale had asked Raon to fetch the kittens from the Eastern Continent on their way back from Death Canyon. The black dragon followed behind them and called out, “Human! Are we going too?”


  “Yes.”


  When the kittens heard that they would be coming along, their eyes widened, and they rubbed up against Cale’s legs. He didn’t mind the children peppering him with more questions.


  “Where are we headed, human?”


  “I’m curious too!”


  “If it’s not the Kingdom of the Whipper, I want to know where it is.”


  Choi Han was still watching Cale, stone-faced. Cale casually pointed his finger at the ground. “The lowest point in the Empire.”


  The depths of the prosperous Mogor Empire was an area nobles steered clear of. In other words, the slums.


  “That’s where we’re going.”


  Cale’s destination was the Empire’s underbelly—a place with the power to destroy the Empire at any moment.


   


  ***


   


  Night had fallen over the Empire’s capital. Unlike the city center, which was illuminated by magic lights, the slums were shrouded in shadow. This particular old house was pitch black, curtains drawn tight to prevent even the moonlight from leaking through.


  All of a sudden, a light bright enough to banish the darkness flared to life inside. A group of people materialized amid that dazzling shine, which faded now that the teleportation circle had done its job.


  “I hope you’ve been well.”


  Each of the three people in the old house reacted differently to Cale’s greeting. When Cale saw as much, he quickly realized what the issue was. He opened up his arms and smiled. “Ah, is this your first time seeing me like this?”


  Cale was sporting his priest disguise, complete with long white hair and blue eyes. He looked quite holy indeed.


  “I’ve seen it once.”


  “Of course I’m familiar, my lord.”


  Rei, the alcoholic alchemist from the slums, and Bilose of Flynn Merchant Fleets bowed in Cale’s direction. Rex, the cat knight, found the whole thing strange, but he nevertheless dipped into an awkward bow of his own.


  Originally a resident of the slums, Rex had escaped from the Alchemist’s Bell Tower at a young age, and now he sought to destroy it. He had led the group behind the assassination attempt on Vice-Master Metelona.


  “Long time no see, Sir Rex. Surely you recognize me after hearing my voice?”


  Cale’s gentle tone drew an uncomfortable smile from Rex. “Yes, of course I do,” Rex answered, but the sight of Cale wearing a priest outfit and the people in white robes behind him made the cat knight gulp. As a skilled knight, he could tell that Cale’s hooded companions were powerful, but that wasn’t the reason for his unease.


  “Meeeeeow.”


  “Meeow.”


  There were two kittens. The pair walked toward Rex, peering up at him. The moment Rex looked into their eyes, he froze; he could feel an inscrutable pressure emanating from them.


  Tap. Rex’s eyes flicked to the hand that had just landed on his shoulder. It belonged to Cale.


  “Right, I guess I need to introduce you all to my acquaintances here.” Cale set about presenting the alchemist and Rex to his white-robed brigade. “Everybody already knows who Bilose is, so let me introduce Sir Rex first.”


  “Should I introduce myself, sir?”


  “No need. That’s my job.”


  Cale’s insistence struck Rex as odd. Why? I’m perfectly capable of introducing myself.


  His questions evaporated when Cale’s calm voice echoed through the old house. “Sir Rex is the one who will suppress the emperor and the imperial prince and take their place.”


  What? Rex gawked at Cale, dumbstruck.


  Silence filled the house until Cale added, “In simple terms, he’s the central player in this revolution.”


  “Excuse me?”


  What do you mean, I’m the central player in this revolution?! Rex mentally demanded, expression blank, but Cale ignored him.


  “Oh, and he’s a cat.” Cale patted the tongue-tied Rex on the shoulder, smiling amiably. Just as he’d said, Rex was the crucial figure in his operation to dismantle the Empire.


  “But he’s a baby!”


  “He’s a baby like us!”


  Cale stiffened. He turned to regard Rex, an adult to all appearances, with wavering eyes. Snickering, Ohn and Hong batted at Rex’s legs.


  Him? A baby? Stricken, Cale scrutinized the adult knight. This full-grown man is a baby?


  Ohn and Hong went on with their commentary.


  “He’s part of the Mist Cat Tribe. I can smell it on him.”


  “Looks like he ran away, same as us.”


  The Mist Cat Tribe? The same tribe known for its superior skills in assassination and poison among all cat beastfolk? The one Ohn and Hong had fled from? Cale did recall Rex having been cast aside as a child and raised by human parents…


  A smile tugged at his lips, but what Ohn and Hong had to say next made his face go taut again.


  “He’s older, but he hasn’t gone through his first berserk transformation yet! That means he’s still a baby!”


  “That’s right! They say all us cats are babies until we go berserk for the first time! He’s just like us!”


  He hasn’t done what? Isn’t he in his mid-twenties? Cale tore his gaze away from Ohn and Hong and looked at Rex again.


  “Do you know much about beastfolk?” Cale asked.


  Rex flinched before replying, “…Not much at all.”


  Feeling a tap on his foot, Cale looked down.


  “This cat is going to become the emperor?” Hong asked.


  Cale nodded weakly.


  “How shocking!”


  “Amazing!”


  ‹Oh! The weak human keeps saying whatever he wants!›


  The children’s voices buzzed in Cale’s ears and mind. He’d been giving a grand introduction of the revolution and the new emperor, but the kids had totally ruined the moment. Cale glanced around and saw Hana snickering under her hood, then focused on Rex again.


  Rex was a principled guy. He had become a knight, but he still wanted revenge for the people of the slums, his family, and all those who lost their lives to injustice. While Rex regarded Cale with utmost seriousness, Cale asked this reliable knight a question.


  “Sir Rex, is this your first time seeing other cat beastfolk?”


  “Yes, my lord. I’ve never met others before.”


  “What do the words ‘berserk transformation’ mean to you?”


  “What’s that? Is it some type of sword art?”


  Cale was rendered speechless. Goosebumps prickled his skin. As he gazed at the innocent faces of the three cats who had yet to go berserk, he had a feeling that he was about to be overworked once again.




  Chapter 57:
With Love


   


  OHN AND HONG’S INNOCENT EYES swung from Cale to Rex.


  Hong seemed especially shocked. “He really is a baby! He doesn’t even know about going berserk!”


  “That’s okay,” Ohn said coolly, using her front paw to prevent her younger brother from approaching Rex. “If he doesn’t know, then he can learn, like our youngest did. He seems like an adult.”


  Rex wore a look of confusion, lost as to what was going on. In a mild tone similar to Ohn’s, Cale said, “Sir Rex, you’re a cat yourself. Did you never research beastfolk out of curiosity?”


  “That kind of information wasn’t available in the slums, and once I became a knight, I didn’t have the time.” Based on where he grew up, there had been no way for him to learn more. Then, after he achieved knighthood, his plans for his revenge meant that he couldn’t do anything that might make him stand out. “Most importantly, I figured it would be bad if they found out I was a cat.”


  Hong, who’d sidled up to Rex despite his sister’s efforts, gave the knight’s foot a sympathetic pat. With each tap of Hong’s paw, Rex flinched, though he wasn’t sure why. For some odd reason, he felt nervous around these two cats. He couldn’t put it into words, but he sensed a weighty pressure of some kind coming from them.


  Meanwhile, Ohn watched him with an odd glint in her eyes. The Mist Cat Tribe was known as the stealthiest among cat beastfolk—and for their kind, the greatest stealth meant the greatest strength. Even within the Mist Cat Tribe, only a select few had special abilities. Ohn’s mist and Hong’s poison were two examples.


  Ohn was a mutant cat who carried the blood of the Mist Cat Tribe’s ruler in her veins. Hong was still innocent, but Ohn wasn’t so naive. The three-year age gap between them didn’t seem like much, but Ohn had taken her younger brother and escaped from the tribe that cast them aside. That had happened in January of the year she turned ten. She had met Cale in spring of that same year.


  After giving Rex another once-over, she looked at Cale again. She raised her front paws in the air, asking to be held. Cale picked her up even though she wasn’t usually prone to this behavior.


  Ohn’s grown quite a bit too. Cale wasn’t thinking much of it as he scooped her into his arms, noticing her weight.


  Then he heard her confident voice in his ear. “I’m stronger than Sir Rex.”


  Cale jolted. What was this little girl saying? He’d brought the kittens along because he wanted Rex to meet someone he could relate to—and out of a nagging sense of guilt over leaving Ohn and Hong behind last time—but now Ohn’s offhanded comments were making him anxious.


  “Looks like I’ll be getting a new subordinate,” she added.


  Who? Sir Rex? Cale’s eyes wavered. This twelve-year-old is going to take him as a subordinate?


  Cale stared at Ohn. Ohn stared back. Something passed between them.


  Ohn, for her part, was merely happy at the prospect of helping Cale. She smiled at him before swiftly jumping out of his arms, landing on the floor, and walking away from him with graceful steps.


  Bewildered, Cale watched her go. What the…?


  In his eyes, Ohn and Hong were similar to Raon: children he’d taken in, no different from Lark’s siblings. That said, Ohn wasn’t one to speak nonsense.


  Realization dawned on him. I have almost no information about the Cat Tribe.


  He didn’t know anything about them, not really. He was only aware of the basics. This was partly because the Cat Tribe was secretive; not much was known about these cats in general. But since Cale had only learned about beastfolk through the novel, he had no way of knowing about a tribe that didn’t appear in the first five volumes. He’d heard about Ohn and Hong’s situation, and he had learned about the Mist Cat Tribe and mutants, but that wasn’t enough.


  Watching Ohn and Hong, he noted one more thing to add to his to-do list. I’ll ask Sir Erhaven for details about the Cat Tribe later.


  While Cale stewed in his thoughts, someone approached him. Rei Stecker, the alcoholic alchemist of the slums who’d fled in disgust at the Alchemist’s Bell Tower’s evil deeds, had been anticipating Cale’s arrival more than anyone else. He hadn’t taken even a sip of alcohol.


  “My lord,” he began cautiously. Deep in contemplation, the white-haired, blue-eyed Cale gave off a vibe that made it difficult to so much as address him.


  Cale turned those eyes on Rei. “What is it?”


  “Um, you haven’t introduced the people behind you.”


  “Oh.” Finally remembering the four people accompanying him, Cale threw out some careless introductions. “That’s Choi Han. You met him last time.”


  Choi Han pulled down his hood. The alchemist gulped as he recognized the cold swordsman, but he still bowed his head in greeting.


  Meanwhile, Cale went on introducing everyone in the same nonchalant fashion.


  “This is the excommunicated priestess, Miss Kage, and these two are the saint and saintess of the Church of the God of Sun.”


  “What?!” The alchemist’s head jerked up as if he were a malfunctioning robot. His eyes fell on a blond man with a purehearted expression. It really was the saint; Rei had seen him during the church’s celebrations.


  Then the woman next to him is…? No sooner had Rei looked at her than he whipped his head away, sucking in a sharp breath.


  Anxiety coursed through him. He recognized the person he knew to be the saintess, but she was grotesque, with lines resembling black spiderwebs covering her face. She was still blonde, though, and wore the same smile she’d presented as a saintess.


  But her expression… The look in her eyes is different! The eyes glimmering amid the black webbing made her seem like a completely different person.


  “The Empire and the Alchemist’s Bell Tower used dead mana bombs that made her this way,” Cale said.


  Rei and Rex gasped in unison. Rei’s reaction was particularly strong; he himself had participated in the dead mana experiments the Alchemist’s Bell Tower had conducted on the children of the slums. As a result, he’d been poisoned by dead mana and forced to cut off his afflicted hand, then hidden in the slums while drowning in regrets.


  The alchemist frowned. Those dead mana bombs had been created because he went along with the experiments, and the saintess herself had been a victim. His remaining hand trembled at the notion that people were being hurt by those very same bombs.


  Then something occurred to him. You die if you’re poisoned by dead mana.


  Unless the victim did something similar to what he had and severed the poisoned area right away, their fate was sealed. The only other option was to become a necromancer. Otherwise, death awaited.


  Cale’s solemn tone interrupted his thoughts. “Thanks to the grace of the God of Sun, the righteous power of light, and the strength of her desire to save the innocent believers who are being used without their knowledge…”


  Rei and Rex watched him, waiting with bated breath.


  Meeting their gazes, Cale put on a gentle smile and finished, “She overcame it.”


  At that, Rei and Kage simultaneously murmured their surprise. Both of them were stunned, but the reasons for it differed. Kage glanced at Hana, who also seemed to be in disbelief.


  Cale paid them no mind. Arranging his face in a somber mask, he continued his performance for the alchemist and the cat knight. “Because of that, she lost all of her divine powers from the God of Sun.”


  The alchemist grimaced, his unfocused eyes swiveling to the saintess. Her features were already twisted in a frown. How hard it must have been for her, Rei thought. He couldn’t imagine how painful it must have been for the saintess to survive her dead mana poisoning, only to lose her vital powers in the process.


  Hana was scowling for a totally different reason, but she held it in and waited for Cale to wrap up his spiel.


  Yet Cale’s next words threw the twins and the crazy priestess for another loop. Using the holy quality of his immaculate white hair and clear blue eyes to his advantage, he said, “Even so, instead of despairing over the loss of her divine powers, she picked up her sword to establish a new Church of the God of Sun upon this ground, to brighten the future of every believer.”


  Saint Jack clasped his hands together. Some of the things Cale said didn’t quite line up with the truth… But his heart is in the right place. Cale was doing all this to save people, and that was what really mattered to Jack. He believed Cale’s desire to help the weak would be a guiding light for the chaotic Western Continent. That conviction kept the soft smile on Jack’s face—and that smile of his moved the alchemist.


  Cale then told Rei and Rex, “The saintess’s sword and the saint’s divinely appointed healing abilities are now on your side.”


  He had given the two of them an order: “Stay strong.” And they had done just that. Cale would reward the pair for their persistence.


  That done, Cale spoke to the merchant in the room. “Bilose.” He took something out of his wide sleeve, and Bilose flinched when he saw it.


  “Lord Cale, what—”


  Cale proceeded to hurl the object at him.


  Bilose yelped in surprise, but he managed to catch it. He looked down to find a golden plaque in his hand. Adorned with the crown prince’s insignia, the plaque shone brilliantly, unlike anything else in this dilapidated house. It was the item that Cale had received for this task—unrelated to his personal reward, of course.


  The merchant gripped the golden plaque tightly to hide the tremor of his hands and looked back at Cale. Unaware of what this item was, Rex and Rei watched the two of them in confusion.


  “What must I do, sir?” Bilose asked without further hesitation.


  Cale replied cheerfully, “Starting today, buy up all the alchemy ingredients you find on the market.”


  Rei recoiled at the mention of alchemy. But Cale wasn’t done yet.


  “You can use as much as you want,” he told Bilose.


  It wasn’t his money anyway. That wasn’t to say Cale was ignorant to the value of money, however. It could buy much more than just material goods, and the purchase he needed to make this time was a bit expensive.


  “Buy people’s tongues.”


  Bilose instantly grasped his intentions. By “people’s tongues,” he meant inciting rumors.


  Believing the merchant would follow his train of thought, Cale imparted the message he wanted to spread: “‘The sun will rise again when the Empire is in danger. On that day, everyone will witness the midnight sun.’”


  The midnight sun? Bilose’s understanding of Cale’s plans stopped there. Nevertheless, his lips curled in a greedy smile as he said, “I’ll be the one rebuilding the Bell Tower and the palace once they’re demolished, right?”


  “Don’t ask me a question with such an obvious answer.”


  Bilose clenched his fists at Cale’s response, feeling the golden plaque bite into his hand. The mere fact of his association with Cale Henituse was putting him leaps and bounds closer to becoming the owner of Flynn Merchant Fleets.


  With a deep bow, Bilose accepted his order. “I’ll buy the tongues that will shake the capital.”


  As the alchemist watched this exchange, his gaze crossed with Cale’s.


  “Bring other alchemists,” Cale said. “Anyone in hiding or seclusion—bring all the alchemists you can reach.”


  Rei Stecker would become the core of the new alchemists.


  Without waiting for Rei’s response, Cale turned his head. “And you, Sir Rex.”


  “Yes, my lord?”


  “Gather up all of your group members in the slums.”


  He was referring to Rex’s subordinates, who had joined forces to take down the Alchemist’s Bell Tower. Thinking that their time had finally arrived, Rex dipped his head and opened his mouth to respond—then flinched in spite of himself.


  “Meeeeeow.”


  “Meeow.”


  Heralded by twin meows from Ohn and Hong, another burst of light filled the old house as the teleportation circle flashed once more.


  “Another one?”


  “Huh?”


  Rei, Rex, and Bilose grew uneasy at this unexpected event, but Cale approached the person leading the new group. He was clearly a knight.


  “This is my personal guard, Erhaven,” Cale announced. He peered past Erhaven, who was wearing knightly armor, and looked at the white-robed individuals behind him. Addressing the alchemist and the cat knight, he explained, “And these are believers and priests from the Church of the God of Sun who will be helping us.”


  There was a rustle as the person at the head of the new white-robed arrivals removed her hood. “Nice to meet you. I’m Priestess Frizia. Though I haven’t been blessed with any divine powers, I wish to follow the will of the sun.”


  This middle-aged woman with a warm demeanor was the sculptor working in Henituse territory—the same one who had created Raon’s cherished devil rabbit that looked like hell’s guard dog, Cerberus. She was also an assassin who had been active in Rowoon’s southwestern region before she dared to kill her boss and escape. Now she led an intelligence group: the information guild Ron had established in Henituse territory. On Cale’s orders, she had come to the Empire with her subordinates.


  “Starting today, you’re priests,” Cale had said. “You’ll also become the stealthiest people in the Empire.”


  Someone else accompanied them, also dressed in a white robe. “Hello, everyone,” he said, stepping forward. “My name is Pendrick. I may not have much to offer, but I’m following the saint’s will to walk the path of the sun.”


  Pendrick, the elf with healing abilities, had tagged along as well.


  Standing before them, Cale faced Bilose. “There’s one last purchase I need you to make, Bilose.”


  “What’s that?” Bilose feared that the scale of Cale’s requests was becoming too much to bear, but he was too greedy to step away.


  “White fabric.”


  “How much do you need?” Making note of Cale’s request—and the white robes he wore—Bilose awaited his response.


  “Enough to cover the Empire.”


  Bilose squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again, feeling his own greed grow once again. This wasn’t just about money; this young master was doing something big in the Empire. He was putting the Western Continent’s greatest nation to use for his own ends.


  Bilose understood why the crown prince would give Cale a golden plaque. As a keen businessman, he could tell that Rowoon had its sights set on the Empire.


  And he, too, was a citizen of Rowoon.


  “I’ll prepare enough to have some left over even after covering the Empire,” he said.


  Cale smiled, only to notice that Rei and Rex had frozen stiff. To release them from their shock, he added lightly, “We’ll be building a sun with our own hands from now on. I need you to have that kind of mindset.”


  Wanting to demonstrate what he meant, Cale pointed to himself.


  “I am the sun.”


  His pristine white vestments suited his hair perfectly.


  A crest for the new Church of the God of Sun was created that day. A golden sun was embroidered on the white priest’s robe: the symbol of the new church. That sun would be created when the Empire was in peril.


  “When will danger come to the Empire?” Rei asked Cale.


  “Right now.”


  “Sorry?”


  “I’m going to create it right now.”


  Cale wore a relaxed smile as Pendrick handed him a bill from Valentino. The waves of war were already rippling underneath the surface.


  The Mogor Empire wished to eliminate all competition and become the central power of the Western Continent. Unfortunately for them, the heart of the continent lay elsewhere.


   


  ***


   


  “Grrrrr…”


  Ash and debris from the fire still covered the landscape. Even after almost two years, the area was scorched black. With the primal growls of animals as his backdrop, Cale extended a hand to the woman astride Ten. Her black panther suited this desolate region well.


  “Hello, Lord Cale.”


  “I hope you’ve been well, Miss Rina.”


  Ritana, the queen of the jungle, grabbed Cale’s outstretched hand and elegantly slid off her companion’s back. “Is the alliance finally making a move?”


  Cale smiled at Ritana’s question. Indeed, the central power of the Western Continent was the alliance of four realms and one tribe: Rowoon, Brek, Whipper, the jungle, and the Whale Tribe.


  He recalled the message from Karo’s crown prince:


   


  Karo has agreed to help the Empire. Just tell me when, and I’ll personally sink my teeth into the Empire’s back.


  I’m still so very hungry.


   


  Quite the statement, yet Valentino had conveyed it respectfully.


  The Empire would soon declare war, believing that Karo had their back. They would openly announce their intent to reclaim Myple Castle. The Empire found the concept of an ambush degrading, so they probably didn’t want to do something that even Tunka wouldn’t stoop to.


  Cale opened his mouth to speak. “Miss Rina, when the Empire makes their declaration…”


  He paused, gaze sweeping across Sector One of the jungle, which had been burned down by the Alchemist’s Bell Tower. He had used the Fire-Suppressing Water to extinguish the blaze, but the area remained barren, with no greenery to be seen. Although restoration happened fairly quickly, it was unreasonable to expect a forest to regrow in only a year and a half’s time.


  On the bright side, however, there was now a giant plain in Sector One.


  When the Empire declared that they’d take Myple Castle back from the Kingdom of the Whipper…


  He looked back at Ritana and the black panther, which was facing away from him. Slowly and deliberately, he finished, “That is the moment we strike.”


  Behind Ritana, tens of thousands of warriors packed Sector One from end to end, ready to fight. As the jungle’s ruler and its greatest warrior, Ritana had led them here.


  “The time has come, Your Majesty,” Cale said.


  The Empire had destroyed Sector One, laying waste to the homes and livelihoods of the jungle’s residents. It was finally time for them to strike back.


  Ritana’s eyes opened wide. “Revenge, then?” she inquired. Cale flinched, caught off guard. Ritana smiled and added, “Why, it’s just a natural verdict.”


  Cale held back an awed gasp. Calling it a “verdict” implied she was the judge. It was a lofty statement. Nevertheless, Ritana was a woman who’d brought all the sectors of the Western Continent’s southern jungle—an area three times the size of the Mogor Empire—under her control.


  Neither the jungle’s magic nor its technology had advanced to anywhere near the level of other kingdoms, but they had developed in a different way. No one knew about it because the jungle’s power had never been revealed to the world.


  Cale raised both hands in the face of Ritana’s haughty smile. “The jungle’s the only place that can claim to judge the Empire,” he agreed. Cale handed Ritana a document that detailed his reasons for coming.


  Accepting it, Ritana said, “Will the Empire really announce their plan to reclaim Myple Castle?”


  “They definitely will,” Cale answered without hesitation. Because that’s who they are.


  They had no other choice but to act that way. First, an ambush would go against the Empire’s honor. Second, all the other nations aside from the Empire and Whipper were on high alert, as they’d just been at war with the Indomitable Alliance. Would the Empire dare ambush a foreign kingdom in this delicate situation?


  If they did, tensions throughout the continent would be heightened. In which case, the other nations would take a hostile stance toward the Empire. Under the circumstances, the Empire would most likely announce its move on Myple Castle as a way of justifying its actions to the other countries.


  “Then I’ll see you again during the war.” Ritana climbed back onto Ten. She would lead her warriors to Sector One’s shoreline. The location of Cale’s villa and the spot where the alliance between the four realms and one tribe was sealed would be the site where the jungle warriors would prepare for the upcoming battle.


  Bidding farewell to Ritana, Cale started walking.


  “Are we going back to the Empire?” came someone’s voice.


  Cale hadn’t come to the jungle alone. The invisible Raon, Choi Han, Ohn, and Hong had accompanied him. Hong, who was hanging on Choi Han’s shoulder, yelled, “We need to get Rex ready for his first berserk transformation!”


  “He’s right,” Ohn said gravely from Choi Han’s arms, then yawned. “Rex knows even less about the Cat Tribe than we do. It’s serious. We need to make him into a clever ruler.”


  Cale shook his head. “We’ll go to the Empire a little later.”


  “Then are we heading to the Kingdom of the Whipper?” Choi Han piped up.


  Cale narrowed his eyes at him. Why is this punk always so curious about where we’re going these days?


  Choi Han used to just obey without question, but he was extremely curious about their plans all of a sudden. It wasn’t as if he was disobeying Cale’s orders, though.


  I guess I have been bossing him around without telling him much.


  Even in his life as Kim Roksu, he had received a lot of complaints when he became the new team leader because he only gave brief orders to the employees, mercenaries, and ability users.


  “Sir, please! Give us some more information! Why do you always try to do everything on your own? Do you think the people—the world—will recognize you for that? Even if we seem like normal office workers on the surface, we know that’s not the truth! So why do you try to do everything alone?! Please don’t do that!”


  “Instead of reading web novels or books all day, why don’t you talk to people, sir? Even if it’s just us, please talk to us! Please?”


  “Sir, we understand you! Sure, we put on a facade and do our work in secret, but we feel the same way you do!”


  Cale—no, Kim Roksu—recalled the employees who’d said they dreamed of retiring and enjoying a slacker lifestyle, then quickly pushed the memories from his mind. He hadn’t felt right disclosing everything to them, knowing that unlike him, they had families. Thus, his orders only contained the bare minimum of information.


  Cale faced the group, including Raon, who he assumed was also watching him. “Why do you need to know where we’re going?” he asked lightly.


  Choi Han, Hong, and Ohn answered at the same time.


  “So I can go with you.”


  “We’re coming with you!”


  “We need to know where we’re going so we can mentally prepare.”


  Bemused, he smiled at them.


  “I need to teleport the weak human!” Raon said, speaking freely as there was no one else around. “He can’t go anywhere without me, the great and mighty Raon Mir! The weak human is weak, after all. I need to take him everywhere!”


  Cale couldn’t help but laugh. Then he paused.


  “Do you want freedom? Don’t you want to get away from this •••• world?” It was the voice of the Sky-Devouring Water. “I know life is a •••••, but just trust me. I can •••• anything for your freedom.”


  Yikes. Cale had seen hints of it last time, but the way her clear voice spewed curses left and right flustered him.


  The stone guardian piped up next. “Easy there.”


  “Tch.”


  Cale was dumbfounded. The stone guardian was calming the water. I know the ancients were quiet for a while, but they’re getting even weirder. Cale’s face went taut. How did he end up picking up these weird things?


  He faced Choi Han with a serious air. “Choi Han.”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Do you love peace and justice?”


  Choi Han was struck speechless. The three children slowly closed their mouths, glancing back and forth between the two of them.


  “I…” Choi Han faltered, unable to give an easy answer.


  Until the age of seventeen, he’d felt that peace and justice were more important than anything. Then he found himself thrown into the Dark Forest with nothing but his school uniform. From then on, his worldview shifted. He still chose to fight for peace and justice, however, so that he could live like a human; doing so made things easier for him.


  But funnily enough, there was no easy path in the world. His current situation was a prime example. He now had a home, a family, and even close friends, but he couldn’t relax. Because danger came as part of the package, he was always worried.


  Choi Han peered at Cale. Is he about to answer for me? Did Cale know about his concerns? Would he give him some sort of advice?


  If that was the case, Choi Han thought he should respond first. He finally opened his mouth to speak. “Peace and justice always seem so far away.”


  This was especially true for peace.


  “They do indeed,” Cale said calmly, as if he agreed.


  Choi Han shut his mouth. The desolate jungle landscape still lay in front of him.


  Then Cale went on, “They can get closer, though. As close as you want.”


  Was this a roundabout way of talking about hope?


  “Sir—”


  Cale reached over and patted him on the shoulder. Gazing out at the damaged Sector One, Cale went on, “The Eastern Continent is far away too.”


  “Meeow.” Only Ohn, the eldest of the children, realized there was something weird about this conversation. The other kids had yet to pick up on it.


  Choi Han nodded, looking dejected. “It is. Peace feels as far as that continent, a distant place I’ve never been. The same for justice.”


  “Don’t worry.”


  “Mr. Cale…”


  Cale’s reassurance hit Choi Han hard. He looked into Cale’s concerned eyes, which reflected their bleak surroundings, and clenched his fists. He was reminded of the promise he’d made himself.


  I’ll be the one to forge the path for Mr. Cale to become a legend.


  “I’ll escort you to the path of peace and justice, no matter wh—”


  “It’s next door. Right there beside you.”


  “What do you mean?” Next door? What is? The Eastern Continent? Startled, Choi Han addressed Cale again. “Sir?”


  “Peace and justice can get as close as you want them to be.”


  I thought so.


  Cale’s conclusion only made Choi Han clench his fists tighter. Hearing that these things could get as close as he wanted made him feel like he could grasp them with his own hands. Choi Han was willing to brandish his sword and take the lead down any path, even one filled with despair, to reach peace and justice at the end.


  “Choi Han.”


  “Yes?”


  Cale held Choi Han’s gaze and said, “Let’s go there together.”


  Choi Han took a step back, then slightly bowed his head toward Cale. It wasn’t an overly respectful action, but his eyes shone with the determination of a knight making an oath to his lord.


  “Yes, sir. Wherever with you.”


  The six-year-old black dragon had been listening in; he chose that moment to shout, “Human, I’m coming too!”


  “Yes, I know.”


  “I’m glad you know! Actually, I won’t let you say otherwise!”


  “Yeah. So make us a teleportation circle to the Eastern Continent.”


  Raon went still. “Hmm?”


  Ohn let out an exasperated meow, as if she’d expected this to happen. Cale paid her no heed and looked at his entourage. They all wore different expressions on their faces.


  Only Choi Han, Ohn, Hong, and Raon were present, the rest of the group having been left behind in the Empire. This combination was the same team that had rescued Raon, apart from the fact that Raon himself now joined them. Only those who had nothing banded together; the same had been true in Kim Roksu’s life.


  Cale studied this group of people he liked. Dead serious, he said, “Today is the inn’s opening day.”


  Ohn mewled out a sigh.


  Unaware, Cale told Raon, “That’s where we’re headed.”


   


  ***


   


  Choi Han stared dazedly at the three-story inn’s sign, which read HOPE AND ADVENTURE LOVING INN.


  “What do you think?”


  Choi Han shared his honest opinion. “It seems too warm and welcoming.”


  The inn had white walls, a red roof, and a yard filled with flowers and trees. All in all, it gave off a hospitable vibe.


  ‹He’s right! It does feel warm and welcoming, just like Choi Han said! It’s worthy of being our villa—no, our business! Open the door, human!›


  Brimming with satisfaction, Cale opened the door.


  The bell rang to signal that a guest had arrived. Choi Han stepped inside thereafter, only to hear Ron’s voice.


  “How is it, young master?”


  “Good. You did well.”


  Choi Han looked at the group standing next to Ron. Two men appeared to be chefs, while the other three were employees. All five of them seemed like good people, as their gentle smiles gave off a kindhearted impression. Yet Choi Han sensed that all five of them were on edge.


  They’re nervous… It’s like they’ve received a notice telling them they’re going to be assassinated.


  It was strange, but Cale’s actions distracted Choi Han from thinking about it.


  “Introduce our inn family in the backyard too,” Cale ordered.


  “Ah, yes, sir!”


  Choi Han had noticed that there were a lot of people behind the inn. He was looking forward to meeting these new family members. In all honesty, he hadn’t had a clue what Cale had been up to in the Eastern Continent.


  As he followed Cale to the door leading to the backyard, Choi Han glanced around. This place was much smaller than the Henituses’ estate or the royal palace, but the interior had a pleasant, homey atmosphere. It struck him as a place where even beginner adventurers would be able to relax.


  Is this our new house? This new base in the Eastern Continent had him a little excited, and it felt as if they were decorating it from scratch. He walked through the back door with a light heart.


  I feel a few strong presences too… Did he pick them as guards for the inn? He really doesn’t miss even the tiniest of details. So Choi Han was thinking as he turned toward the group of people in the backyard.


  Then he recoiled.


  Everyone had vicious faces, scrunched up in grim expressions. And there was one more thing…


  “Why that outfit?”


  “Oh, that’s our uniform. The inn’s uniform,” Cale told Choi Han indifferently. He didn’t care that Choi Han had frozen stiff. “This uniform will represent adventure, justice, and peace—the values of our inn. Shouldn’t we act according to our lovely principles?”


  Choi Han took a closer look at the person in front of this group of new family members in the backyard. The hulking man seemed to be the strongest of the bunch. He was dressed in a black outfit adorned with one white star and five red ones.


  Anyone could see that it was the same knockoff Arm uniform, made to appear deliberately shabby. That was the inn’s uniform.


  Choi Han turned to Cale, who took an outfit out of his subspace and handed it to him. “Here’s yours.”


  “…Thank you very much.”


  This black outfit was just as shoddily made as the rest. It bore only a single red star.


  Cale’s voice reached Choi Han’s ears. “This will be the first step toward bringing peace for everyone.”


  Accepting the clothes with care, Choi Han said, “It’s not far.”


  “Correct.”


  “What do I need to do?”


  As Choi Han asked that question, another voice started hollering in Cale’s mind.


  “It’s finally time! Time to blow some money!” The Fire of Destruction’s owner—that fiery thunderbolt cheapskate—was ranting for the first time in a while. “I’ve never forgotten how angelic you looked as you threw all those silver coins away! You looked even holier than the coins themselves!”


  The fiery thunderbolt’s owner rambled on as Cale reached into the subspace pouch to grab another outfit with a red star. “Didn’t you tell that Tunka guy to play with fire?”


  That was true; Cale had told Tunka to play with fire.


  “I’m sure you know…” Lowering his voice, the Fire of Destruction’s owner added, “I’m perfect for that. This power is, I mean.”


  Naturally, Cale was well aware of that; it was why he’d stopped by the Eastern Continent just in time for the grand opening. He had come to create the final key for the battle against the Empire.


  Cale addressed Choi Han and the mountain bandits with their vicious expressions.


  “Today is the inn’s grand opening.”


  The normal, appropriately cozy grand opening would take place during dinnertime. Once the sun went down, however…


  “Starting tonight, we’ll take down Liv-An’s underground organizations one at a time.”


  Those organizations would shatter with a single swing of Choi Han’s sword.


  Cale didn’t hide his smile. As the former bandit leader’s face paled, Cale declared in an offhanded tone, “Oh, and our organization’s name is the ‘Real Arm.’”


  If someone asked “Who are you?” they could honestly say “We’re the Real Arm!” It was the perfect name to respond with.


  ‹Weak human, are we saving the Eastern Continent now too?›


  Disregarding the six-year-old’s bone-chilling question, Cale hefted one of the shoddy uniforms.


   


  ***


   


  Liv-An, the free city for adventurers and mercenaries, transformed into a lawless pleasure quarter once the sun went down. This was especially true of the city’s east side, which was controlled by the underworld.


  Choi Han stood on a roof, deep in thought.


  The sun is setting.


  The sight of the sky, dyed crimson by the setting sun, brought back decades-old memories. He wasn’t very strong at that time, and there were many carnivores in the Dark Forest that could threaten him. Whenever he caught a glimpse of the reddening sky through the lush trees, he hurried home. For this Choi Han of the past, “home” meant a cave or a hovel in the ground; he changed his hiding place every two or three days.


  I guess it wasn’t really a home. I never stayed anywhere long-term.


  As Choi Han watched the sunset, recalling the desperation he felt during that time, Cale’s harsh words jolted him back to reality.


  “So you’re saying we need to kill this Mostue character first?”


  “That’s right, sir!” the former bandit leader said excitedly. “The balance of power was 5-to-5 just six months ago, but now it’s 6.5-to-3.5. Of course, the 3.5 is Mostue’s share!”


  Mostue’s faction and Arm’s faction were currently locked in a fierce struggle for control of Liv-An’s underworld.


  “Mostue’s faction is really hanging in there,” Cale mused.


  “That’s because the mercenary guild is protecting them.”


  The merchants and mercenaries had always held strong influence in Liv-An, so the two took turns controlling the market. It wasn’t at all surprising that they had a close relationship with the underworld or that corruption was rampant.


  Even if Arm was the strongest faction in Eastern Continent’s underworld, the mercenary guild had branches throughout the continent. Arm couldn’t afford to antagonize them. Accordingly, they slowly and carefully dismantled Mostue’s faction without touching the mercenaries. It could be said that they were proceeding at a leisurely pace.


  When the bandit leader finished his explanation, Cale gave him a carefree command: “Head down.”


  “Yes, sir! I’ll see you again soon!” The former bandit leader bowed before scrambling down the stairs leading from the roof.


  Once he was gone, Choi Han approached Cale. “Are we heading out now?”


  He really was asking a bunch of questions these days. Turning to face him, Cale began, “Choi Han…”


  “Yes?”


  Cale was in the middle of petting Ohn and Hong. The kittens seemed to like it, rubbing their heads against Cale’s palm.


  While Choi Han watched that peaceful scene, Cale said, “Liv-An is the starting point for us to clear Arm out of the Eastern Continent. I plan to get rid of the Empire and alchemy too.”


  Choi Han made a face at that.


  With a shrug, Cale continued, “I want to root out Arm with as little bloodshed as possible. We’ll lay the foundation in Liv-An, then work with the half-blood dragon to hit them at their core. I think we need to eliminate Arm once and for all.”


  Cale pretended not to see the surprised looks Choi Han and Ohn sent his way. He was sharing all sorts of details, which was quite unlike his usual self. His mouth had moved on its own after he remembered his conversation with Choi Han and the children earlier that morning.


  Choi Han chose that moment to speak up. “You’re right. That’s exactly what we have to do.”


  This time, Cale asked Choi Han a question: “Why’s that?”


  Choi Han looked at the setting sun behind Cale’s back. He no longer had to flee when he saw the sunset. It had taken him decades to earn this tiny morsel of peace.


  “It won’t be easy,” he said, “but that’s what needs to happen for us to be happy.”


  Cale turned to face the sunset as well.


  Arm had caused so much pain. Choi Han had lost the people of Harris. Ron had lost his household and his wife. Raon had been handed over to be tortured. Lark and his siblings’ parents and neighbors were slaughtered. In addition to all that, countless people had died because of the Mogor Empire’s experiments with alchemy and dead mana bombs.


  Someone had to do something about it.


  True peace wasn’t achieved when only the body was at rest; the mind had to be at ease as well. The most fulfilled slacker was one who had both a ton of money and peace of mind. And for one’s mind to be at peace, the people around them had to be happy. Wasn’t that logical?


  The problem was that Cale had quite a few people around him now. But what could he do about it? If it seemed achievable, he might as well give it a try.


  “I should’ve just taken the beating back then…”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Never mind,” Cale said, his usual laid-back expression returning. “I guess we have a similar outlook on life.”


  Tap. Cale looked down to find Ohn pressing down on the back of his hand.


  “Me too,” she said.


  Hong and Raon chimed in as well.


  “Huh? I don’t know what you’re talking about, but me too! Me too!”


  ‹He’s right! Me too! I’m gonna join too!›


  But Choi Han shook his head. “It’s not quite the same.”


  “What?”


  “Your ideas and mine are a bit different, sir.”


  “What’s different?”


  Having followed Cale this whole time, Choi Han knew it to be true. Whatever’s happening here is way too big. Yet Cale was trying to handle it all on his own. While Cale may have thought that was the right thing to do, Choi Han disagreed.


  He remembered the talk he had with Ron while Cale was in pain. Ron had quietly told Choi Han and the others that they should get stronger, but he’d also said something else. Looking Choi Han right in the eyes, he’d said, “He is still young. He may seem like an adult, but he hasn’t lived as long as an old man like me. Follow him. Stay with him no matter what. You’ll be able to see something if you do.”


  Choi Han had lived longer than Ron, but Ron had more life experience. Knowing this, Choi Han took Ron’s words to heart.


  “And if we seal the gap, both we and the young master will have fewer chances of getting hurt.”


  With Ron’s comments in mind, Choi Han said, “I think we should all bear the weight together.”


  Reminded of his subordinates from his life as Kim Roksu, Cale gazed at Choi Han, Ohn, Hong, and the invisible Raon, all of whom were watching him.


  “I’ll think about what you said,” he replied.


  Choi Han smiled. Cale seemed fairly earnest; he usually meant the things he said while he was wearing this unflappable expression of his.


  And indeed, Choi Han was correct.


  Since they’d come this far, he decided to ask more questions. “There is something else I’m curious about, sir.”


  “What is it?”


  “Our work in the Empire will probably get lots of their citizens involved. Won’t a bunch of innocent people end up getting hurt?” Choi Han had never heard Cale use such an extreme and dangerous word as “revolution.” The fact that he planned to draw in the Empire’s people made it seem like quite a serious affair. “This doesn’t sound like one of your usual methods.”


  Cale had made many big moves thus far, but hardly anyone had been injured in the process. In fact, as Choi Han saw it, Cale seemed to despise using people he didn’t know or seeing them get hurt. He wouldn’t let others die or come to harm, even if that meant he wound up coughing up blood himself. He might curse and complain, but Choi Han believed that whenever Cale used his shield to save others, his expression showed his sincere desire to protect them.


  This time was no different. Cale gave Choi Han a deeply befuddled look. “Why would innocent civilians get hurt? They won’t be in any danger.”


  Suppressing his smile, Choi Han switched to a different line of questioning. “But such a sudden change will throw things into chaos, won’t it?”


  Choi Han had always been an intelligent person; he understood everything Cale wanted to do even without hearing the details.


  “A lot of people will be angry if the Empire’s and the Alchemist’s Bell Tower’s crimes are exposed,” he continued. More than a few issues would arise when those evil deeds were revealed. “And there’s no way the Empire and the Alchemist’s Bell Tower only took Rowoon’s citizens as slaves. They probably brought in people from other kingdoms too. Will those kingdoms just let that go?”


  Rowoon’s decision to cover up the kidnappings of its citizens and the slave trade would make the kingdom appear complicit.


  “Plus, we may be allies right now—and maybe this doesn’t apply to Brek—but Karo and Whipper will probably want a piece of the Empire’s land if the Empire and alchemy both go down.”


  The two kingdoms that had been tricked by the Empire or fought them once before would definitely covet the weakened Empire’s territory. Even if they were working for the peace of the Western Continent now, they would covet the toppled Empire once all was said and done.


  Choi Han figured there was no way Cale had failed to consider something that even he had noticed.


  Cale regarded Choi Han with an enigmatic look. Right, he was the main character. Choi Han was a very intelligent protagonist. Cale had forgotten that detail, but he decided that it didn’t matter whether he remembered. Choi Han wasn’t the main character now; he was just Choi Han.


  “That’s why we’re starting from the bottom,” Cale said. “We need to rally the Empire’s people and channel their anger toward a single target. This way, we’ll prevent the other kingdoms from starting a bigger war that would turn the Empire into a shitshow.”


  Sparking chaos in the Empire was different from taking down Arm and the Indomitable Alliance. They couldn’t trigger a revolt within the Empire, nor could they allow other kingdoms to push for another war solely because they were out for territory. They needed the strength and justification to keep that from happening.


  So Cale chose to weave a story.


  “To move forward in a constructive manner, to inject strength into the new Mogor, and to give closure to any grieving people who’ve lost their family members, we’re gathering them all together.”


  Cale felt that he was going to quite a bit of trouble this time. This is why I can only be a slacker in my late twenties. There were at least seven years left until then.


  He glanced at Ohn and Hong. While they didn’t seem to fully comprehend his explanation, they were listening attentively. Raon was probably doing the same thing.


  Cale stood up, set Ohn and Hong down on the roof, and stretched. “Rowoon will become a strong ally for the new Empire,” he added. “Everyone else will think we’re being total idiots, though.”


  Rowoon would offer a suggestion to the newborn Mogor. Albert didn’t want to expand his territory if it meant spilling blood, and while Cale was no angel himself, he didn’t want to make a bigger mess than necessary. Instead, he opted for a new tactic. He wanted a dignified war based in politics and diplomacy rather than military might.


  I’ll need to talk to Sir Rex about it soon too.


  Power and strength knew neither eternal enemy nor eternal ally, but Cale didn’t care about either of those things. He spoke frankly. “Imperial Prince Adin wants to make the Mogor Empire into the Western Continent’s control tower.”


  Wsshhh. The Sound of the Wind roamed around Cale’s feet.


  “If I’m being honest with you, though…” Cale lingered for a moment at the edge of the roof, then tacked on, “I just want the Western Continent to be a land of peace.”


  “Meeeeeow.”


  “Meeow!”


  Cale jumped from the rooftop, and Ohn and Hong leapt to follow him. Choi Han replayed Cale’s words in his head before trailing after them.


  The wind carried Cale’s voice to his ears: “I think that’s the only way I can have peace of mind.”


  Choi Han nodded. He agreed with Cale, as this was the only way for him to secure his own peaceful future. Believing that Cale also had their future in mind, he didn’t ask anything more.


  This is the place I’m going to live—my home base.


  Cale shared the same sentiments.


   


  ***


   


  On the east side of the free city of Liv-An, the enforcer—head of the Mostue faction’s most remote district and fifth in command overall—clutched his head between his hands.


  “Damn it!”


  Arm was chipping away at Mostue’s territory. No matter how many times the enforcer deciphered the current balance of power, other than the territory under their leader Mostue’s direct control, his district had the least favorable circumstances.


  I’m sure I’m next. Shit! I wish a dragon would come out and rip everyone from Arm to shreds!


  He was frothing with rage. How could any organization seize control of the Eastern Continent’s underworld so mercilessly? With the way Arm kept producing an endless number of forces for battle, he was starting to fear them.


  The door swung open with a loud bang.


  The enforcer jumped up and glared at his subordinate, one of the chiefs working under him. “Son of a bitch! You scared me!”


  “S-sir!” The chief’s face was bone-white, and he didn’t seem to have noticed his superior’s anger—which gave the enforcer the idea that something was wrong. Tripping over his tongue, the man continued, “A w-weird group from Arm is invading!”


  Mere mention of Arm made the enforcer’s vision go white with fury. He stormed toward the door without a second thought. “Call the other districts right now and tell them to summon the battle squads! Contact the boss too!”


  Fixated as he was on Arm, he didn’t pick up on the chief’s hesitance. He scrambled to gather his armor and axe before heading out.


  Once outside, he scanned the walls surrounding his territory before looking beyond the gate. He spotted a group of people wearing masks out there.


  “What the hell?”


  While they looked like members of Arm, the uniforms were a bit off. They didn’t resemble the Arm he knew.


  Why do they look so shabby? Did they sew those clothes while they were drunk?


  He glanced at his chief, who had chased after him.


  “A weird group from Arm is invading,” the chief repeated.


  As the intruders moseyed up to the main gate, the enforcer shouted, “Who are you?!”


  One of them took a confident step forward. Brandishing an ordinary steel sword, this passionate man boldly declared, “We. Are. The. Real. Arm.”


  Cale gawked at Choi Han for a beat, then closed his eyes. He hadn’t expected a rerun of the man’s wooden performance; it seemed Choi Han still hadn’t improved his acting skills.


  “Wh-what the hell?!” the enforcer blustered, confused. “What’s wrong with this bastard?”


  Right? That’s exactly how I feel. Cale empathized with the enforcer from the bottom of his heart.


  Just then, he heard the enforcer gasp. “Y-you’ve gotta be kidding me!”


  Cale opened his eyes to find Choi Han awaiting his command, black aura activated. “What should we do?”


  Peering at Choi Han, who was no longer acting, Cale thought to himself, How ruthless. He couldn’t help feeling intimidated by Choi Han’s zealous fervor to do well, so he kept his order brief.


  “Charge.”


  There was no turning back. From now on, the “Real Arm” would only charge ahead.


  At his command, Choi Han’s serious expression hardened further. His aura flared stronger still.


  “Y-y-you…!” The enforcer could hardly speak. That thing that looked like a snake—no, a ferocious devil—was definitely aura. What’s a swordmaster doing in a back alley like this?!


  His eyes darted around. The enemy force was small, maybe twenty people. There were around a hundred people in this base, so they outnumbered the enemy five times over. But their foes had a swordmaster with them.


  “Sir, I think it’s really Arm.”


  The enforcer didn’t respond to the chief’s statement, but he had reached the same conclusion. Arm was the greatest power in the Eastern Continent’s underworld; even Mostue’s minions knew about them. A swordmaster being in their ranks wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. He had also considered that these people might not be the genuine article, of course… But why would a swordmaster put on such a shabby outfit and pretend to be part of Arm?


  A swordmaster was guaranteed to hold a high rank no matter where they went. Why would someone like that come here in crude clothing and make such a strange, stilted declaration?


  While the enforcer’s mind wound itself in knots, Cale heard a voice in his head. ‹Human! Human!›


  It was Raon.


  ‹I’m gonna do good deeds too! I’ll save the Eastern Continent!›


  He was such a selfless dragon. Completely different from the one Cale had read about in Birth of a Hero, who went on a rampage.


  Well, that’s Raon Mir for you. Even though Cale himself wasn’t the original Cale Henituse, that was who he was now. It was the same type of thing.


  With his usual nonchalance, Cale told Raon, “Go find the money.”


  Startled, the bandits accompanying Cale whipped their heads toward him. The former bandit leader showed the biggest reaction.


  “Oh, I’m not talking to you. You just charge forward,” Cale told them breezily, not sparing a thought for their confusion. The bandits wondered who Cale was talking to if not to them, but they didn’t ask.


  As if they weren’t even there, Cale added, “Find the jewels too.”


  In response to Cale’s directive, Raon said, ‹Human! Are we taking the bad money from the bad guys? I thought you were acting strange these days, but you really are a good person!›


  “I’ll give you three gold coins,” Cale tossed out.


  Silence followed. Soon, the dragon’s excited voice bubbled, ‹I’ll do it! I’ll work super hard, human!›


  “Take Ohn and Hong with you. You’ll get three gold coins each.”


  ‹Just you wait! I’m great and mighty, so I’ll be able to find it right away! I’ll find everything!›


  As Raon—the ultimate detection device in the world—took flight, the enemy made their move as well.


  Now calm and resolute, the enforcer shouted one more time, “Are you really Arm? Why are you ambushing our branch?”


  Cale was about to respond, but unfortunately Choi Han was a bit faster. Having received the command to forge ahead, he took one step and answered with conviction, “We. Are. The. Real. Arm.”


  Here we go again. While Cale internally facepalmed, the only person unperturbed by the situation jumped into action: the former bandit leader, who stepped in front of Choi Han. His movements looked effortless, but his eyes flicked back and forth between the masked Choi Han and Cale before he realized what to do.


  “Ah ha ha ha ha! You stupid bastards! Can’t you tell by looking at us?” The former bandit leader pointed at the white star and red stars on his chest, bellowing, “We are the Real Arm! We came to destroy you! Bwa ha ha ha ha!”


  The former bandit leader, a man almost as large as Tunka, sprinted toward the gate. He was so energetic that the entire ground rumbled under his feet. Boom! Boom! Boom!


  Reeling at the man’s advance, the enforcer yelled to his crew, “Close the gate!”


  The members near the gate rushed to swing it shut. Screeeech. Boom! They managed to act fast because their anxiety about Arm’s growing influence these past few months had driven them to prepare.


  “Perfect! They won’t be able to crash through the gate!” The enforcer singled out three of his underlings. “You, you, and you! Get to the boss, the first branch manager, and the mercenary guild on the double! Tell them what’s happening!”


  A swordmaster had appeared. Sending a battle squad over wouldn’t be enough.


  He could still hear heavy footfalls outside the iron gate. Boom! Boom! Boom!


  The enforcer’s eyes bulged. He’s not stopping?!


  Baaaaang! A loud impact rattled the area, and a section of the metal gate warped. Anybody could see it was in the shape of an axe-head. A hunk of metal broke off, and loud laughter rose up from outside the gate.


  “Bwa ha ha ha ha! The Real Arm only advances forward! We’ll destroy anything in our way! We only ever charge straight ahead—straight ahead, I tell you! Mwa ha ha ha ha!”


  “Those damn crazy Arm bastards,” the enforcer blurted out.


  At the same time, someone else let out a quiet murmur of admiration. “Oh.”


  It was Cale.


  He sure is quick on the uptake. Cale was quite satisfied with the former bandit leader’s actions. This was how to create chaos.


  Choi Han also realized something while watching the former bandit leader. As the man prepared to swing his axe at the iron gate one more time, he peeked over to see Cale’s reaction—and their eyes met.


  “Now I’m getting a feel for it,” Choi Han said then.


  A feel for what? But before the former bandit leader could ask that question…


  “Move.”


  He gasped once as Choi Han shot forward, then again at what happened next, but nobody else could hear it over the noise.


  Baaaaaang! The black aura’s explosive crash drowned out everything else in the area. This violent aura, nothing like the controlled one from before, demolished the iron gate.


  In the wake of the blast, the resulting gusts sent metal fragments flying through the air. The gate that once stood in this spot no longer existed.


  The former bandit leader scrambled to his feet. Scanning the area, he rushed to break the silence. “Um, uh… Ah ha ha ha ha! See how strong we are?”


  The enforcer couldn’t process the former bandit leader’s words at all. He had heard about aura-wielding swordmasters, but he had never seen one in person. The highest-tier expert he had observed in the past was nothing compared to a swordmaster.


  Fixated not on the cackling bandit but on the masked swordmaster wearing an outfit with a single red star, the enforcer spoke. “We have the mercenaries of Liv-An backing us,” he said, face impassive. “Aren’t you scared?”


  Liv-An was one of the few free cities on the Eastern Continent, and the mercenary guild that was based there was respected by all the mercenaries on the continent. Arm was, of course, stronger than any individual mercenary. With the exception of the Mercenary King in the western region, mercenaries were weak compared to the other forces in the land. Their bands were mainly made up of people who’d never trained in martial arts or sword arts.


  Still, mercenaries participated in every battle. They even took part in conflicts between kingdoms. Mercenaries were essential in battle, serving as a core component of armies. That being the case, the Mostue faction’s close ties to the mercenary guild meant that even Arm couldn’t target them openly. And yet, the enforcer was being confronted with a group of scumbags who called themselves the Real Arm and disregarded the mercenaries entirely.


  The swordmaster was making a beeline for them. Eyes locked on the enforcer’s, he answered the earlier question: “History can always be rewritten. There’s no room for fear on the path of a legend.”


  Cale shot Choi Han a bemused look. I guess his acting isn’t completely hopeless. He’s improved.


  The astute former bandit leader, on the other hand, understood the meaning behind Choi Han’s words. He’s serious! He’s completely serious! Who did I end up getting involved with?


  He allowed himself a moment of self-pity, but he played along as best he could. “Yes! We, the Real Arm, will create a legend! Eee hee hee hee hee!”


  Cale adjusted his evaluation of the former bandit leader, deeming him a necessary asset for the Real Arm. He was pleased to have found a useful person who could be placed in many different roles.


  ‹Human! I completed the mission! I found it! There’s a safe in a secret room!›


  Nice.


  ‹I pried open the safe door too! I, Raon Mir, am great and mighty! We’re rich!›


  As Cale listened to Raon telling him the location, he slowly started walking—straight ahead, obviously.


  The enforcer watched the enemy coming closer and shuffled a step backward. “Everybody get inside the building!” he told his crew. “We’ll hold on until reinforcements arrive!”


  His decision came after he’d seen the swordmaster’s strength. No matter how powerful the swordmaster was, the building was sturdier than the metal gate; the enforcer had determined that he wouldn’t be able to destroy it.


  Truth be told, they could’ve flattened the building with ease, but Cale didn’t want to do that. “Are we playing hide-and-seek?” he said.


  His comment made the former bandit leader break out in a cold sweat.


   


  ***


   


  Cale took his time strolling down the corridor of the building, which was tucked away in the corner of Liv-An.


  “Ugh!”


  “Oof.” He was a bit worried when he saw a Mostue branch member gasp before falling down, but he didn’t have the luxury of staring.


  Another member sprang to Cale’s side from one of the rooms. He had been aiming for an ambush, but he was instantly blocked by Choi Han. The swordmaster wasted no time striking Cale’s would-be assailant on the back of the neck, knocking him out cold. He grabbed the unconscious man by the collar, chucked him back into the room, and slammed the door as if it had never opened in the first place. Bang!


  He’s not fooling around.


  Choi Han swiftly dispatched any opponents who popped up to obstruct their forward march, abiding by Cale’s order not to kill. He merely knocked them unconscious or broke an arm or two.


  The way things were unfolding had Cale concerned. This is too easy. The operation shouldn’t have been so effortless.


  He had just reached the building’s highest floor. While he didn’t hear much fighting happening down below, there wasn’t much he could do about it. He had left everyone else outside, bringing only Choi Han with him. Upon seeing the enforcer retreat toward the building, he’d ordered the bandits to pretend to break in for about five minutes before returning to the inn.


  We need to hurry.


  They needed to loot the place and escape before the reinforcements arrived, which meant quickly taking out the enemies inside. One might reasonably ask if it would have been faster for Cale to bring the bandits along, but he already had some reliable children with him.


  Inside the quiet building, two kittens burst from the white mist.


  “Meeeeeow.”


  “Meeow.”


  Ohn and Hong had accompanied Raon, using their abilities to spread a paralysis and sleeping poison throughout the building once the enforcer had retreated inside. The enforcer’s uninformed decision to flee into the place turned out to be the worst call he could have possibly made.


  Screeeech. Screeeech. Cale continued down the wooden corridor until there was only one door left in front of him. He’d asked Ohn and Hong to gradually spread the sleeping poison on purpose, as he wanted to give the faction’s strongest members and the ones in power enough time to run to the top floor. They all needed to fall at Choi Han’s hands.


  Screeeech.


  Cale stopped walking. Ohn and Hong crept back and concealed themselves in the darkness. Cale then turned to Choi Han, who lifted his foot into the air.


  Bang! The door broke down with the force of his kick. With the obstacle removed, Cale stepped forward again to find a person inside.


  “N-no!”


  The enforcer quivered in fear, his gaze fixed on Cale and Choi Han in their identical black outfits. Mist seeped into the room from behind them.


  Choi Han’s dark eyes bored into the enforcer, his black aura surrounding him. The enforcer had been the first to flee to the top floor; he had watched his subordinates drop one by one on his way up.


  “Y-you…!” Before his eyes, the white mist turned red. The blood-colored plume made his stomach drop. “You b-bunch of devils!”


  It no longer mattered to him whether they were truly from Arm. Between the swordmaster and the poison, he was cowering in terror. Will I make it out of this alive?


  The man with reddish-brown eyes, the one the swordmaster was protecting, crouched down in front of him. “Devils?” the man repeated, seemingly offended by the label. As if he considered it an unfair assessment, he said, “We’re people who love peace and justice.”


  As the man spouted nonsense, the branch manager’s fear of him only increased. The red mist swept in ever closer, while the man’s smile widened.


  “A-aahh—”


  The mist crawled up to his neck, but he couldn’t move; the swordmaster’s black aura was pressed against his throat.


  Suddenly, the man with reddish-brown eyes stood up and walked off. The branch manager’s eyes widened, a renewed surge of terror zipping through him.


  Soon enough, a minor explosion cracked through the air. Boom!


  “H-how did you know…?” He was so shocked that he even forgot about the poison in front of him.


  Cale stood by a wall in a corner of the branch manager’s room, where a mana orb had materialized and blown out a portion of the wall. A narrow chamber appeared behind it.


  This secret room was known only to the boss and the top five ranking branch managers. It contained all sorts of dossiers and dirty money—and the enemy had aimed for that spot with pinpoint accuracy.


  The branch manager made eye contact with Cale. A mana orb… Is he a mage?


  Now he was really questioning the man’s identity, but that was hardly the most pressing concern. With a glance at the red mist, he burst out, “How did you know about that?! Unless someone told you about—”


  The enforcer snapped his mouth shut as his own words sank in. Unless someone told them about it…


  Right, they would’ve had to hear about it from someone. Only the boss and the top five ranking members knew about the chamber. There were originally seven ranking members privy to the information, but two of them had died in battle against Arm when their territories were lost.


  “Don’t tell me…”


  Was there a spy among them? A spy within the five highest-ranking members of the faction, including the boss?


  The branch manager, who was ranked at number five and also an enforcer, saw Cale’s eyes crinkle as he smiled. Cale regarded the branch manager and offered him the truth: “You’re right. Someone told me.”


  ‹That’s right! I told him! I am the great and mighty Raon Mir! And it’s not like I did it faster than usual because of the three gold coins! It was because I’m even greater now!›


  Although Cale could hear Raon’s voice, the branch manager could not. He was already beginning to suspect the other ranked members in their organization.


  Cale had been planning for this all along—that was why he hadn’t killed anybody. The Mostue faction would crumble soon enough. As an added bonus, this would spark a war between the mercenaries and Arm.


  “Sleep tight,” Cale whispered to the branch manager. He would play an important role for Cale’s group in the future.


  The red mist covered the branch manager’s face, and he moaned. His body seized up and his consciousness slipped away, making him think there must have been a sleeping poison mixed in. The last thing he saw before sinking into oblivion was Cale entering the secret room. Consumed by rage at the spy and these “real Arm” bastards, he drifted off.


  Thus, he never saw what happened next.


  Click. Cale removed the door to the safe in the secret room. Thanks to Raon breaking it in advance, it fell off easily.


  “Hmm.” With immense effort, Cale managed to keep the corners of his lips from twitching in joy.


  ‹Human, it’s gold! Jewels! There’s a ton of gold coins too. The bad guys had a lot of money!›


  There was indeed quite a load of wealth—a treasury of gold bars in particular.


  ‹But, human, didn’t you say this was the weakest branch? Does that mean we’re gonna take even more money from the bad guys?›


  While Raon’s chatter filled Cale’s mind, someone else joined in. The owner of the Fire of Destruction commented in a low voice, “Blowing money. Honorably blowing money.”


  At last, Cale’s lips curled up in a smirk.


  “Happily throwing money around.”


  After hearing the cheapskate’s voice, Cale couldn’t hold it in anymore. For the first time in a while, he burst into cheerful laughter.


  “Ha ha ha ha!”


  He was thrilled. Getting free money was always a blast.


  ‹Human! You seem happy!›


  “Happy reckless spending.”


  The voices of Raon and the ancient harmonized into a beautiful soundtrack. Cale listened happily for a moment before he spoke to Choi Han and the three children.


  “Retreat.”


  One of the Mostue faction’s branches had been looted in less than twenty-five minutes. Though the invaders had destroyed the door and flooded the building with poison, the reinforcements and mercenary guild members who arrived too late would see that nobody had been killed or even severely wounded. Nevertheless, the branch manager greeted them with bloodshot eyes.


  “W-we need to catch those devils!”


  The branch manager also met with boss, Mostue himself, and informed him of the spy. Something big was about to go down in Liv-An’s underworld.


   


  ***


   


  The next day, Cale wore a plain yet clean white shirt and beige pants, a radiant grin plastered on his face as he stood in front of the Hope and Adventure Loving Inn.


  “Golly, aren’t you that young man from last time?”


  The elderly woman who owned the bakery near the inn remembered meeting Cale a few days prior. Although he had taken over an inn with a sketchy history, he’d said he would try his best. She recalled having a good impression of this young man.


  “Are you finally opening the inn?” she asked.


  Cale looked like he’d grown up a bit well-to-do, but he was dressed in simple clothing. He respectfully clasped the old woman’s hand. “Yes, ma’am. We’re opening this afternoon.”


  Behind Cale, she could see that the establishment was all decorated for its grand opening.


  Today was the day they would open their first inn on the Eastern Continent, as well as the Real Arm’s first base of operations.


  ‹The human is smiling like Saint Jack! We’re about to rake in money through this inn!›


  Listening to Raon’s voice, Cale put on his best act as an earnest inn proprietor.




  Chapter 58:
A Beautiful Night


   


  IF ONE WERE TO ASK adventurers to describe Liv-An, they would call it “The city where adventure starts—the city that loves adventures!”


  Liv-An was the kind of place that stoked one’s desire for adventure. It was fine once you got used to it; first-time visitors were easily overwhelmed by the extensive development of businesses, mercenaries, and other adventure-related areas in the city.


  A particular newbie adventurer named Bob was no exception. Now that he’d turned twenty, he was taking his first step as an adventurer.


  “Wow…” Liv-An really is amazing!


  The newbie adventurer looked at the clock tower in the central plaza. It was already two in the afternoon, and he needed to find accommodations for the night. Bob had been looking forward to his first night in the city. While small towns usually only had one or two inns, there were numerous options in Liv-An’s plaza alone.


  Bob scanned the area before heading toward a place. Oh! I like the name of that one! As he walked closer, he mumbled the name written on the sign. “‘Hope and Adventure Loving Inn’…” The words “grand opening” appeared next to it.


  The inn name’s appealed to him, as did the fact that it was having its grand opening. As a beginner just getting his bearings in Liv-An, he thought it a fitting starting point for his journey.


  But when Bob reached the front of the inn, he came to a stop. The establishment looked fresh and clean. He was suddenly aware of his shabby outfit, his hand-me-down bag, and the meager handful of coins in his pocket.


  Then the employee at the entrance greeted him. “Welcome!”


  When he saw the kind expression on the employee’s face, the newbie adventurer’s hesitation gave way to relief. Timidly, he asked, “This is your grand opening?”


  While he waited for a response, Bob examined the fresh-faced employee. Like himself, the man seemed to hail from a mountain village.


  The employee, who was indeed from a mountain village—well, a mountain bandit den, to be exact—realized that he’d hooked a fish and readied his speech. It’s one glove for every time I mess up the lines.


  With Vicross’s glove at the forefront of his mind, the former mountain bandit answered warmly, “Yes, today is our opening day. We’re providing a mug of beer and a plate of smoked chicken to all visitors, free of charge.”


  “Oh, how wonderful! That’s enough for a meal!” Bob was good at playing along.


  “Right you are! Our grand opening will continue for the next week. In addition, we’re taking half off for all guests who stay with us this first month.”


  “Ooh!”


  “Finally, unlike other inns, we provide towels and other toiletries for free!”


  “Ooooh, amazing!”


  As the mountain bandit’s conversation with Bob carried on, someone interjected, “Isn’t it? This is a great spot.”


  Bob turned to the handsome, red-haired man who had appeared seemingly out of thin air. Since Bob’s gaze seemed to be asking who he was, Cale told him kindly, “I’m an employee of the inn.”


  “Ah, I see. I didn’t know because you weren’t wearing a uniform.”


  “No worries. I couldn’t help but chime in because I saw a respectable adventurer.”


  A respectable adventurer! That description brought a wide grin to Bob’s face. “Ha ha ha ha! Is that what I look like? I’m still just a beginner!”


  “My goodness. I thought you were a young and talented adventurer. If you’re just a beginner, I can’t help but imagine how famous you’ll be in the future.”


  Bob’s chest puffed up with pride. Meanwhile, the mountain bandit couldn’t suppress a shudder as he witnessed this new side of Cale.


  Since when could this guy act like a friendly staffer?!


  Cale offered his hand to Bob, who clasped it, as that seemed like the obvious thing to do. Without missing a beat, Cale led Bob across the threshold as he went on speaking. “I’m honored to host a future household name among adventurers in our inn. I think you’ll build quite the reputation in the years to come. Can you please tell me your name?”


  “Ha ha ha ha! Thank you for the huge compliment. My name is Bob! I’ll definitely be famous someday!”


  The name reminded Cale of Tunka. Regardless, he passed the adventurer’s hand to the employee inside and replied, “Well, Bob, I hope this is the start of a wonderful adventure for you.”


  “Thank you very much!” Brimming with joy, Bob walked further into the inn. He felt as if he’d already made a name for himself.


  Cale turned around, his eyes passing over Bob striding away, Choi Han serving guests on the first floor, and Vicross heading for the kitchen in a chef’s uniform. Once he stopped, his face instantly went stoic. The mountain bandit gulped.


  Cale patted his bandit employee on the shoulder. The man stiffened at the slow patting, but Cale was actually commending him. “You’re doing well. Keep it up.”


  Taking another few pats, the mountain bandit nodded vigorously. Cale was satisfied with his response.


  Then Raon piped up in his head, ‹We’re earning money! Money, money, and more money! They said a penny saved is a dragon’s lair earned! I’m gonna earn enough to fill a dragon’s lair!›


  That’s horrifying. Cale brushed off Raon’s comments, but he soon heard an ancient as well.


  “Hee hee hee, throwing money around… So happy, so precious… Making it rain.”


  The Fire of Destruction’s owner seemed to be slowly losing his marbles. This miser of an ancient unsettled Cale for a different reason than Raon did. The problem was that he could relate to the Ancient Power owner’s sentiments. Money was precious.


  It was then that Ron approached him. Facing the old manservant, Cale declared, “Let’s go.”


  “Yes, young master.” Ron fell into step behind him, a relaxed smile on his face. There was somewhere Cale needed to go with Ron on this grand opening day.


  “Time to visit City Hall?”


  “Yes. I’ll guide you there.”


  City Hall was in the center of Liv-An. They needed to go inform the city of their business opening.


  The bandit employee next to Cale shot him a befuddled look. Flashing a smile, Cale explained, “We’re law-abiding citizens, you know. We love the law.”


  The bandit averted his eyes. These guys are scary!


  No mercenaries had come to attend the inn’s grand opening; the exact sort of people who would go crazy for free beer were nowhere to be found. This was because “Arm” had hurt the mercenaries’ pride—and how could they know it wasn’t the real Arm but the Real Arm? Liv-An’s mercenary guild was probably in a state of emergency right now.


  But our boss—the person who caused all that mess—is smiling so agreeably. And the old assassin who was their boss’s right-hand man seemed even more carefree.


  “Worry not,” Cale said. “Work hard until we come back.”


  Holding back tears, the mountain bandit responded, “I’ll work like my life depends on it! You can count on me!”


  Wondering why on earth the bandit was so emotional, Cale departed for City Hall with Ron.


   


  ***


   


  As soon as Cale arrived in front of City Hall, he spotted a statue depicting the mayor.


  “He has about two or three months left in his term,” Ron remarked.


  Cale nodded at Ron’s comment and studied the statue’s face. The current mayor was affiliated with the mercenary guild. The mercenaries and the merchants controlled the daytime aspects of life in Liv-An, and they took turns placing a new mayor. Each mayor’s term lasted four years. An election was coming up soon, and the mercenaries and merchants had arranged it so that there was only a single candidate.


  “Arm was being even more careful because the mayor is from the mercenary guild.”


  “But their efforts failed, thanks to us,” Cale said with a smirk.


  Ron nodded at his little pup master. “Say, young master…”


  “Yes?”


  “You plan to expose Mostue’s cozy relationship with the mercenary guild during this election, right?”


  What a crafty old man. Cale didn’t answer him.


  “Then you should be able to take care of Arm, Mostue, the mercenary guild, and all the forces of Liv-An’s underworld in one fell swoop. Am I right, young master?”


  Again, Cale kept his own counsel, but Ron knew him well enough to interpret what his silence meant.


  Ron didn’t know everything about Cale just yet, however. Cale handed him the business’s paperwork. “Here.”


  “Shall I go submit it for you?”


  They had filled out the document from City Hall in advance. Today, they just had to turn it in. Ron had handled the details as a matter of course and then passed it off to Cale, who filled in the empty spaces.


  “Yes. Actually, it has to be you, Ron.”


  “It does?”


  “Yeah. And there’s one last part you need to fill in.”


  Cale was avoiding his gaze. Ron opened the envelope and took the document out. The title read, HOPE AND ADVENTURE LOVING INN. The establishment’s name, address, and even its size and number of employees were all correct. One thing had changed, though.


  “Young master,” Ron called, but Cale didn’t reply this time either. Ron had no attention to spare for the silent Cale, however; his gaze was stuck on the box that named the inn’s owner. That field was also filled in.


  Ron Molran.


  His name was scrawled there. The other empty box was the space to sign off that everything listed was correct. Ron only needed to jot down his signature.


  He recalled what Cale had told him the day they arrived at the Eastern Continent. When speaking to Mount Liv’s former bandit leader, he’d pointed to Ron and said, “As of today, you’ll be another one of the underworld’s rulers. And this man will be your ruler.”


  That had essentially been an order for Ron to become the boss of the underworld—and since Ron hadn’t forgotten about his revenge, he’d happily agreed. Now Cale was providing Ron with the foundation to complete the task he’d accepted.


  “It’s yours.”


  Ron responded with a smile leagues apart from his usual kindly expression.


  Years after losing everything, he had returned to the Eastern Continent. Now, in that same land, he had a place to start fresh. Even Arm would have forgotten the name Ron Molran by now.


  It’s not like Arm has nothing better to do than double-check a small innkeeper’s name just to hunt me down. His little pup master had probably been fully aware of that when he passed him this paperwork.


  Ron folded the document back up and held it in his hand, meeting Cale’s gaze. “Many of Liv-An’s residents aren’t thrilled by the merchant guild and mercenary guild taking turns at playing mayor.”


  Both the city’s inhabitants and small business owners took issue with this practice. The merchant guild mainly accepted midsize merchant guilds capable of regional trade; they didn’t welcome small businesses into the fold.


  “I’ll look for a worthy mayoral candidate, young master.”


  Beating around the bush didn’t suit either of them. Cale preferred it this way himself.


  “Sure. Take care of it however you’d like.”


  Ron’s face lit up with a glowing, benevolent smile.


  What the…? It made Cale a bit nervous. That brilliant smile carried a bloodthirsty edge.


  “I will act in a manner befitting of your servant, young master,” Ron assured his anxious young lord, unconcerned.


  Cale averted his eyes from Ron’s broadening smile.


  “Uh, good. You can take your time.”


  Tone softening, Ron asked this cute little pup master of his, “Are you making another move tonight?”


  The old assassin saw the corners of Cale’s lips twitch upward. Cale’s palms itched at the thought of tonight’s operation.


  After all, they planned to empty every last one of the Mostue faction’s safes that night.


   


  ***


   


  “Human, take this!”


  In the dead of night, Cale turned to face the excited six-year-old dragon. Accepting what Raon held out to him, he asked in confusion, “Why do we need a potato sack?”


  “Money!”


  Raon’s firm response made Cale flinch, but the young dragon was in high spirits. Dragons liked shiny things; Cale could tell as much by looking at Raon.


  “We need a big subspace pouch so we can pack away all the dirty money, human! I told that fake-indifferent Vicross to give me this sack so I could cast spatial dimension magic on it!”


  Cale inspected the simple potato sack, certain that the kids had annoyed Vicross into giving in. The energetic children were gathered in the corner room on the inn’s third floor.


  “Looks like we can earn some more allowance money today!”


  “He said he’ll add it all up and give it to us later, but then we won’t know how many gold coins it is.”


  “I’m gonna fill my entire piggy bank!”


  Raon zipped toward Cale, who held the sack without a care, and bundled it tightly in his arms. “It’s a super huge spatial dimension! Just trust me, human!”


  Cale clenched the sack and calmly replied, “I trust you.”


  He really meant it. Despite being only nine years old on average, the children were great and mighty.


  “Hee hee!” Raon spun in circles, burbling with enthusiasm.


  Cale could hear the voice of the Fire of Destruction’s owner too. “Precious potato sack… Precious ill-gotten gains… Precious, glorious, beautiful money-blowing…”


  The ancient was actually insane. This was Cale’s honest assessment.


  “Mr. Cale.”


  “Ah, Choi Han.”


  At that moment, Cale received something from Choi Han as well: the robe adorned with a red star, along with a black mask. Choi Han had taken the initiative to prepare the pitiful Real Arm uniform.


  You secretly enjoy this, don’t you? Cale wanted to ask, but Choi Han looked dead serious—like someone ready to take action for the sake of peace and justice. Reminded yet again that Choi Han was a good person, Cale draped the robe around himself while Choi Han opened the third-floor window.


  “I’ll escort you there, sir,” Choi Han said. “We’ll only charge forward.”


  Cale was flabbergasted, considering all of them were way too excited to slip out the window undetected. Even so, he said simply, “Of course. Charging forward is good.” Then he gave the order: “We’ll head to the mercenary guild first.”


  After tonight, Arm and the mercenary guild would be bitter enemies. Those evil bastards in the criminal underworld would tear each other apart. Cale couldn’t help but laugh at the thought.


  “You’re grinning like a villain.”


  Ohn’s observation was nothing new. Cale ignored it with ease, the unexpected financial windfall already floating before his eyes.


   


  ***


   


  Cale stood on a rooftop, peering over the edge.


  “As expected,” Choi Han was saying, “the mercenary guild building is all lit up even at night.”


  The target of today’s safe-looting operation shone brightly in the dark.


  Liv-An’s mercenary guild headquarters was a short distance away from the red-light district in the east—quite the fitting position, considering the circumstances. And though night had fallen, light streamed from inside. It didn’t look like they were going to sleep anytime soon.


  The reason for this was obvious. “It’s a pretty intolerable situation. The mercenaries have to work.”


  Liv-An’s mercenary guild influenced the underworld through its partnership with Mostue. The merchant guild and the mercenary guild shared control of the city, but while the mercenaries were the stronger of the two, they lacked funds. They resolved that issue by protecting Mostue’s organization in exchange for some dirty money from the black market.


  Then Arm had appeared and started eating away at the criminal underground. The mercenary guild took offense at the intrusion, but Arm moved so slowly and cautiously that it was difficult to move against them. Arm was the strongest player in the Eastern Continent’s underworld; the mercenary guild had to be wary.


  This time, however, “Arm” had made a move out in the open. The mercenary guild now had the justification to act in defense of their pride and their money. Most likely, they’d already begun to mobilize. Only a day had passed since the incident, though.


  “There’s a good chance that they haven’t decided how they should react to Arm just yet,” Cale said. “Not to mention, Mostue’s faction is guaranteed to be busy rooting out their spy.”


  If a hulking beast like the mercenary guild was going to involve itself in a minor Liv-An underworld matter, they probably had to consider how much of their true influence they could expose. That being the case, Arm likely wouldn’t have noticed the mercenaries’ atmospheric shift.


  “What do you need me to do?” Choi Han asked.


  Cale didn’t meet Choi Han’s gaze, looking instead at the map in his hand. It was a new map, based on the one the former bandit leader had given him but filled with information gathered by Ron. Tucking the map back in his pocket, he pointed down with his now-empty hands to the entrance of the headquarters. Waves of people continued to pass in and out.


  Turning to Choi Han, Cale instructed, “Make a mess of the place.”


  Choi Han drew his sword and offered a slight bow. “I will do as you command.”


  His eyes glinted as he raised his head. Assured that Choi Han had a grasp on things, Cale spread out his arms.


  “Meeeeeow.”


  “Meeow.”


  Ohn and Hong hopped into his hold.


  “Raon.”


  ‹Got it, human!›


  With a quiet whoosh, Cale and the cats gradually turned invisible. Once they’d disappeared from sight, Choi Han jumped off the building. The early spring breeze brushed past his cheeks.


  “Huh?”


  “What the…? What’s that?!”


  Upon noticing the black-garbed figure in freefall, the guards at the entrance gripped their weapons. Even the sober-looking people going in and out of the building were caught off guard, gaping at the unknown assailant who’d appeared out of thin air.


  That unidentified intruder—Choi Han, of course—looked around before raising his sword aloft.


  “A-aura!”


  Someone who knew about the prior incident between “Arm” and Mostue recognized him. “I-it’s those bastards!”


  That instant, the black aura surged up, a violent contrast to the peaceful night, cloaking the area beneath the magic lights in shadow.


  The aura crashed down on the outer wall, its crescent-shaped attack slicing the wall in two. Bang!


  The cries of various mercenaries in the area filled the air.


  “Eek!”


  “S-son of a…! Go tell the boss!”


  “H-he really was a swordmaster. I didn’t know those Mostue jerks were telling the truth!”


  The windows of the mercenary guild building clattered open as the people inside stuck their heads out, searching for the source of the racket. They spotted the unidentified black-clothed assailant outside the entrance.


  “Do you know where you are? By attacking the mercenary guild, you’re making an enemy of every mercenary on the continent!” a mercenary shouted through the darkness. He glared at Choi Han, the mysterious attacker in black.


  Then Choi Han heard the young dragon’s voice in his head. ‹We’ll be back, Choi Han! See you soon!›


  It was now time for the invisible crew, Cale and the children, to sneak into the headquarters.


  The mercenary’s voice battered Choi Han’s ears again. “Hurry up and drop your sword! Do you wanna learn the might of mercenaries?!”


  Clenching the hilt of his sword, Choi Han told the mercenaries watching him, “I doubt you’re really that scary.”


  He meant it. The only thing in this world that Choi Han feared was the destruction of his world.


  The black aura rumbled as Choi Han lightly kicked off the ground, launching toward the mercenary guild.


  “No killing. Buy us time.”


  Cale’s orders were always easy to follow.


  His aura sliced through the night. Bang! Bang! The walls surrounding the headquarters collapsed, the front yard transforming into a disaster zone. A real monster had appeared before the mercenary guild feared among Liv-An’s underworld.


  In the meantime, the noises coming from behind Cale made him think, Sounds like Choi Han’s doing a good job. He knew there was no need to worry about that, though.


  ‹Human! Seems like Choi Han wants to destroy everything! He’s really good at knocking buildings down!›


  Unable to tell whether Raon was praising or badmouthing Choi Han, Cale brushed the dragon’s words aside and hurried along.


  “Arm really showed up?”


  “No way! The swordmaster came on his own? Why would a swordmaster come to a place like this?”


  “Shit. Am I going to die?”


  The entire headquarters was in chaos. A swordmaster had arrived and was trashing the place. How many people could keep their cool in a situation like that? Their hearts pounded with terror and despair as they all leapt into action—each and every one of them heading downstairs.


  Cale, on the other hand, headed up as he watched them go. His swift movements attracted no notice, thanks to Raon’s flight magic and the Sound of the Wind.


  Raon also served as his GPS. ‹To the left, human!›


  Cale promptly arrived at the right floor to find a fancy door in front of him.


  ‹Heads up, human! The strongest person in the mercenary guild is here!›


  It had to be the guild leader’s room. Cale held back a delighted hum and approached the ornamented door.


  At that exact moment, the door slammed open. Bang!


  Yikes, that scared me. As Cale recoiled in shock, a group of people darted out of the room.


  ‹Oh! It’s the strongest person and the strongest ones after him!›


  They must’ve been the leader of the mercenary guild and his subordinates. Smiling, Cale slipped into a corner. Since he was invisible under the dragon’s magic, the guild leader and his followers didn’t see him as they proceeded downstairs. Cale eavesdropped on their conversation while they bustled past him.


  “Mostue wasn’t lying.”


  “Sir, it’s a swordmaster! What do we do?”


  “We can’t avoid him. This is a matter of asserting dominance. We need to fight him even if it means we take some losses. If some people bite the dust, then so be it.”


  “But don’t you think it’s weird, sir? Unless Arm really went off the deep end, why would they openly kill mercenaries?”


  “He’s right. According to Mostue, their outfits weren’t up to snuff. Are we sure they’re from Arm?”


  “We’ll know once we see him.”


  Boom. The building shuddered, a loud vibration emanating up from the ground.


  “This is bad!”


  “Hurry! We need to get down there ASAP!”


  The guild leader and his subordinates raced down the steps. The corridor soon emptied, leaving Cale perplexed. Why was the building shaking?


  Just how much of a mess is Choi Han making? he thought, brow furrowed.


  Befuddled as he was, Raon’s voice prodded him back into motion.


  ‹Human! There’s a magic safe in there!›


  Oho. It made sense for someone at the mercenary leader’s level to own a magic safe instead of a regular one.


  ‹Hey! If it’s a magic safe, then the great and mighty Raon Mir can open it without breaking it!›


  Dragons truly were great and mighty. Cale set Ohn and Hong on the floor and sauntered into the guild leader’s office, coming to stand in front of the desk Raon guided him to.


  They always hide it in a place like this. The safe was probably underneath the desk rather than hidden in a wall; all he needed to do was loot it.


  Cale pushed the desk. It didn’t budge.


  ‹Goodness, you’re so weak. Move.›


  “Meeow.”


  “Meeeeeow.”


  Though the children were chiming in, he didn’t step away. Instead, he gave the desk another hard shove. It finally scooted aside.


  ‹All right, weak human. I get it.›


  Cale ignored Raon’s comments as he watched the desk slide across the floor, waiting for the safe to appear. What he saw surprised him.


  “Huh?”


  There was no safe after all—only a door. Was the safe behind it?


  So he wondered, but he was mistaken.


  ‹Human, move! I’ll remove the magic lock. But wow, this safe is really big! The mercenaries are rich!›


  Oh. The corners of Cale’s lips crept upward. As Raon opened the magic safe, his mouth curled into a broad smile.


  The heavy iron door swung open with a screech, revealing a chamber the size of a small room at an inn. Its contents glimmered in the light. The room-sized safe was packed with gold, jewels, and money.


  “Oh…what a glorious sight. I never expected to see something like this in my life—my afterlife, I mean! Why, how beautiful!” The fiery thunderbolt’s owner sounded teary.


  Cale slid into the room with its golden glow and pulled out the potato sack. “Let’s pack it all up.”


  “Meeeeeow.”


  “Meeow.”


  ‹I’m so excited! I mean, all right, human!›


  Cale couldn’t see the children, but he could sense their enthusiasm as they got down to it. Wiping the smile from his face, he set about stuffing gold bars into the potato sack, one by one.


  How fun. It was enough to wash away all the stress he’d built up during the recent war.


  Someone patted his leg. Because they were all invisible, he couldn’t tell who it was until he heard Ohn’s voice.


  “This looks important.”


  She had brought him a small glass box with some papers inside. Though Cale couldn’t see Ohn, he could see the box, and he picked it up. Then, after staring at the glass box for a while, he closed his eyes, reopened them, and held out a gold bar where he expected Ohn to be.


  Silence filled the chamber.


  “This is for all of you.”


  Cale heard them gasp.


  “I don’t know why he’s doing this! Even I can’t tell what he’s thinking this time!”


  “This is weird! Ohn, I don’t think you should take it!”


  “Human, are you okay? You can’t go crazy just because you’re too happy! Didn’t you see that lunatic Clope? You’ll turn into a weirdo if you lose your mind!”


  While the shocked children dithered, Cale hugged the glass box and burst into laughter. “Ha ha ha ha!” His loud laughs echoed inside the safe.


  A five-year-old document sat within the glass. It had a simple title: An Agreement Regarding Liv-An’s Eastern Businesses. Cale could also make out the signatures on the contract: the merchant guild, the mercenary guild, and Mostue.


  His eyes sparkled. These hoodlums really did all sorts of things in the shadows.


  Why else would the merchants and the mercenary guild need an agreement about the underworld? Especially one that involved a group of thugs like Mostue’s? This proved that they all worked together to scrape up the dirty money.


  No matter where you go, you’ll always find corruption in guilds. Be it in Korea or this fantasy world, the rotten ones were all the same. That was why the good guilds had such a hard time. One of Kim Roksu’s jobs back on Earth had been to discreetly neutralize those crooked ability users’ guilds—that was the way to mitigate the chaos.


  Looks like I can snuff them out quietly.


  Cale was plotting out a future beyond the mayoral election in two months. This document was ammunition he could use when the time came.


  While he was lost in thought, the children finished emptying the safe. Dumbstruck by the gold bar Cale had offered, Raon magically stored everything away in a blink. He was afraid Cale would give it all away if he didn’t do it fast enough.


  Cale picked up the gold bar that the kids were deliberately ignoring and stashed it in another small subspace pouch. “I’ll keep this here, so let me know if you need it. I’ll give it to you then.”


  “I don’t need it!”


  “I agree with her!”


  “I haven’t lost my mind!”


  They throw a fit when I give them too much too. Cale couldn’t understand them. Sweeping his gaze around the empty safe, he asked Raon, “Is there anyone left in the building?”


  “No! They’re all on the ground floor!”


  “Yeah?” Relieved, Cale pointed to the safe. “Just blow this place up,” he said carelessly.


  The fireworks marking the start of the real mayhem were about to begin.


   


  ***


   


  One of the mercenaries grabbed his leg and collapsed with a scream.


  With a glance at the fallen mercenary, the guild leader raised his voice. “Everybody close ranks! Don’t wander off! First, we’ve got to stop him from getting any closer!”


  Under their leader’s direction, the mercenaries banded together and pointed their swords at the unknown assailant with the red star on his outfit. Their comrades scattered on the ground around them, bloodied and unconscious. If they took a closer look, they would see that none of the injuries were severe, but they hardly had the leeway to do so in this chaos. Choi Han was acting as if he didn’t have a care in the world, preventing the mercenaries from lifting a finger against him.


  “Do you really want to become the mercenary guild’s sworn enemy?!” the guild leader seethed, rage blazing in his eyes. Despite being a high-tier expert, he couldn’t put a scratch on the swordmaster. The other mercenaries had it even worse.


  “So weak,” muttered the man in the shabby Arm outfit.


  The guild leader ground his teeth, unable to attack or flee. His pride wounded by the enemy’s taunting, his fury boiled over. “What did you sa—”


  He never got the chance to finish.


  Boom! An earsplitting explosion cracked out behind him.


  The guild leader whirled around. “Huh?”


  His office had exploded. Beautiful jets of flame shot into the air, decorating the night sky.


  For someone in his position, this was a disaster. His safe was in that office! It would have been caught in the blast.


  A figure strutted out of the conflagration, dressed in the same black outfit and mask, complete with a single red star on his chest. As that person came to stand next to the swordmaster, the guild leader recalled Mostue’s report.


  “Supposedly, the swordmaster has a master he follows. This person was at the center of it. Although we can’t tell if the intruders really are from Arm, they appear to be a high-tier mage.”


  At last, the guild leader found his voice. “Y-you assholes! Get them! Get them now!”


  The two masked individuals broke into a run.


  The guild leader thought about his office and the safe it concealed—or more specifically, about one particular document inside. It was the agreement he had signed when he took command of the mercenary guild five years ago. They had profited quite a bit thanks to that contract, but it was a secret. Nobody could find out.


  And that bastard had just emerged from its hiding place.


  “Catch them, no matter what! Our pride is on the line!”


  The mercenaries loosed battle cries as they chased down the masked intruders making their escape. A late-night chase had begun.


  “Where are we going?” Choi Han asked.


  Maintaining a steady pace, he looked back to see the bloodshot eyes of the guild leader and the mercenaries running after them. He and Cale were going fast, but just enough that the mercenaries could give chase. They were deliberately letting the mercenaries keep them in sight. Such was Cale’s request.


  Sensing Choi Han’s eyes on him, Cale called to mind the path he’d seen on the map earlier. “Arm’s base of operations in Liv-An.”


  Choi Han flinched, getting an idea of the next stage of the plan. Cale had become the Pied Piper, luring the mercenaries to his desired destination. He was heading to Arm’s branch headquarters, known only to people in the underworld. And since the mercenary guild building was at the entrance of the city’s underground, it wouldn’t be long until they reached Arm’s Liv-An base.


  Arm’s building was a plain, five-story structure. Cale took in the building, as brightly illuminated as the mercenary guild headquarters had been. People spilled out the door and rushed to meet them.


  “What the…? Why are the mercenaries invading us?”


  “And wh-who the hell are they?!”


  The people streaming from Arm’s building faced the two people running toward them, as well as the angry mercenaries on their heels. The Liv-An branch manager’s brow furrowed when he saw the pair.


  “Could they be the ones who ambushed Mostue yesterday?!”


  There was no way Arm’s branch manager hadn’t heard of yesterday’s incident. Though he didn’t know the details, he was aware that someone had invaded Mostue’s territory and that the mercenaries had started to mobilize. After seeing the mercenaries hurry off to Mostue’s district, they had been lying low all day, debating how to proceed.


  “But…why are they wearing outfits that look like ours?!”


  Arm’s branch manager started to panic. He’d realized that the people being chased by the mercenaries wore uniforms similar to his own. They even had red stars on their chests.


  Mostue’s faction had elected to keep quiet until they found their internal spy, and the mercenary guild had moved quietly out of pride. Thanks to their behavior, Arm’s branch manager had only gotten minimal intel.


  He met the reddish-brown eyes of the approaching man in the shabby uniform. The man looked at the branch manager and opened his arms.


  “Oh! You came to greet us!” he exclaimed. “Thanks!”


  What? “Thanks”?


  As Arm’s branch manager blinked, stunned, he heard a burst of angry shouting from the mercenaries.


  “Raaaah!”


  The man with reddish-brown eyes laughed heartily. “Ha ha ha ha! I’m so happy to see you!”


  He wasn’t lying. As Cale ran with the mercenaries on his tail, he was genuinely glad to see Arm’s branch manager. It really was fun to stab someone in the back.


  Cale remembered what Ron had told him: “Arm’s branch managers have different uniforms from the regular members. In addition to the one white star and five red stars, theirs has a black feather pin.”


  “Why are you just standing around like an idiot?!” Cale yelled at Arm’s branch manager.


  His voice was so loud that everyone heard it: the mercenaries after them, Choi Han running beside him, and the very man he was shouting at.


  In his shock, Arm’s branch manager blurted out what he was really thinking. “What crazy nonsense is this?”


  Cale kept his composure even in the face of the man’s reaction. He boldly and shamelessly commanded Arm’s branch manager to impede the mercenaries. “Block those bastards now!”


  The subordinate next to Arm’s branch manager couldn’t help but ask, “Sir, are they with us?” Cale exuded confidence, and although their uniforms weren’t quite up to standard, they looked enough like Arm’s uniforms to sow the seeds of doubt.


  While Arm’s members hesitated, another group was becoming certain: Liv-An’s mercenary guild.


  Cale turned around. The mercenary guild leader was a high-tier swordsman. He’d kept up the best with Cale and Choi Han, so he heard Cale’s voice clearer than everyone else. Though he was gasping for breath after chasing them for so long, the guild leader didn’t hold back his anger. “You dare… You dare…!”


  He couldn’t believe it. He had pursued them, wondering where these two unknown assailants were headed. And though the two masked men had “run away,” they had destroyed the mercenary guild building before retreating. His pride as the guild leader had left him no choice but to go after them.


  My safe! More importantly, his office had been blown up, and his safe along with it—though the safe itself wasn’t the only issue, of course. That agreement can’t be revealed! It can never be exposed!


  He feared that these two bastards might’ve gotten their hands on the contract. That document could topple everything the mercenary guild had built in Liv-An.


  No, I can’t think that way. I begged the only top-tier mage at headquarters to make it, and they said even a mage at their level couldn’t crack the thing!


  The top-tier mage who’d installed the safe had told him that short of a dragon showing up, no mage could bypass the lock. The only thing they could do was destroy the safe. Thanks to that, the guild leader had gone about his life without concern.


  Yeah… That’s probably why this mage bastard blew the office up too.


  He tried to calm himself down as much as possible. Although it had pained him to watch the safe explode, he could gather up funds again. Disappointing, but money was nowhere near as valuable as that document.


  A voice interrupted his thoughts. “You just keep chasing my tail.”


  What?


  The scumbag he assumed was a mage was mocking him, wind whirling to life around his feet. His eyes were twin crescents, making it obvious he was sneering.


  “What, you wanna die—hey!”


  The guild leader felt his world being turned upside down—or perhaps rattled, as the all-important document tumbled around the glass case with muffled thunk-thunks. Cale was shaking the box with the “Agreement Regarding Liv-An’s Eastern Businesses” inside it.


  ‹Human! The guild leader’s face turned blue! Do you think he’s tired after running for so long?›


  It was probably more accurate to say that it was the document that almost made him faint, not the pursuit. Making sure the unwittingly trembling guild leader could clearly see it, Cale slipped the glass box into his pocket.


  Looking forward again, he patted Choi Han’s shoulder. “I’ll take care of things, so just follow me.”


  Choi Han nodded, and Cale raised his hand.


  ‹Got it, human!› Raon piped up, getting the message.


  Cale stomped his foot and sprang off the ground. He looked like a bird taking flight. With Choi Han following behind him, Cale soared into the air with the combined power of the Sound of the Wind and Raon’s magic, tracing a perfect arc before returning to the ground.


  He alighted with a soft tap and turned to see Arm’s branch members watching him; he had landed right in their midst. As Choi Han touched down next to him, Cale waved at his audience. “Long time no see.”


  All of their expressions seemed to say, Long time since when? Who the hell are you?! but they had to contest with someone’s wrath first.


  “You bastards! You dare screw with the mercenary guild?!”


  With Cale and Choi Han no longer separating them, Arm and the mercenary guild were forced to confront one another.


  Arm’s branch manager had seen enough to realize what was going on. When he registered the menace on the mercenary leader’s face, he yelled, “Surround those two mystery assailants, right now!”


  His shout made the mercenary guild leader flinch.


  A beat later, the man from Arm pointed to Choi Han and Cale and told his underlings, “Capture them and hand them over to the mercenaries! The mercenary guild’s enemy is Liv-An’s enemy! Cooperate with the mercs!”


  His quick-witted subordinates grabbed their weapons, circling Choi Han and Cale. This soothed the mercenary leader’s ire a bit.


  “Aren’t they connected to you?” he asked Arm’s branch manager.


  “No, they aren’t. You know how we operate, sir.”


  That was true; the mercenary leader remembered how careful Arm had been until now.


  While the mercenary leader struggled to catch his breath and calm down a notch, Arm’s branch manager continued, “We’re not sure exactly what’s going on, but they’re not our guys. Can’t you see their sketchy uniforms?”


  “Then what’s that outfit?”


  “Excuse me?”


  The mercenary leader pointed behind Arm’s branch manager, to the spot where those two masked individuals should have been surrounded by his subordinates.


  As Arm’s branch manager slowly turned his head, he heard the mercenary leader say, “The outfit underneath that rusty-eyed bastard’s robe doesn’t look fake.”


  “Uh, well…” Arm’s branch manager suddenly found himself tongue-tied.


  Earlier, when Cale was about to leave the inn’s third-floor room, Choi Han had called out to him. The robe and mask he’d held out were a slapdash uniform with a white star sloppily patched on, no different from usual. The only variation was the outfit Cale had hidden underneath the robe.


  Cale now pulled away the makeshift uniform, revealing an outfit that any Arm subordinate should’ve recognized: a black robe with a red star. The uniquely tilted star shape, distinct from any average star, appeared exactly as it should.


  I asked Lord Erhaven to make this.


  The dodgy replica was the best that Cale could do, but the ancient dragon had produced an accurate outfit after studying the half-blood dragon’s clothes.


  As Arm’s branch manager gaped at him, Cale declared with unflappable authority, “I’ll leave the rest to you. This is an order.”


  His tone had suddenly turned serious, delivering a command that seemed impossible to disobey.


  ‹Human, you seem a little strong!›


  Naturally, this was because he had used a pinch of the Dominating Aura. The problem was that while Cale had only used a morsel of power, the Ancient Power had grown stronger; it didn’t feel like “a pinch” to the others.


  Cale’s aura had Arm’s branch manager rubbing the goosebumps on his arms in spite of himself. Is he for real? He felt a dominating presence of chilling proportions, stronger than anything he had experienced when he saw other Red Stars from a distance in the past. That majestic presence was so natural, it even prompted him to question himself. Is there a mission I’m not aware of?


  Meanwhile, the mercenary leader was growing even more anxious. Are they really from Arm after all? Is Arm trying to make an enemy of all the mercenary guilds on the continent? He began to panic. The commanding air surrounding the rusty-eyed man reminded him of the Mercenary King.


  Abruptly, Cale snapped his fingers. A loud, clear hum reverberated through the area.


  “Huh?!”


  “Hrk!”


  Everyone saw a teleportation circle materialize, activating around Choi Han and Cale. It happened in the space of a heartbeat; Raon’s magic abilities were now so remarkable that they were almost on par with Erhaven’s.


  A few people managed to react. The members who remembered their branch manager’s order hastily threw daggers toward them.


  Clang! Clang! An invisible shield blocked the daggers. Arm’s branch manager grimaced. This guy was strong enough to rapidly cast both teleportation magic and shield magic at the same time. He had to be a top-tier mage. If not that, then he was a life-form in a league of his own.


  While Arm’s branch manager struggled to figure things out, Cale simply told them the truth: “The Real Arm will not stop until Liv-An’s underworld is in our hands. We will only charge forward.”


  With those parting words, they disappeared in a flash of blinding light. Swoosh! It took less than ten seconds—in that incredibly short window of time, the two unknown assailants had vanished.


  The only people remaining were the “real” Arm members and the mercenary guild. Soon, they would witness hell on earth.


   


  ***


   


  Cale teleported to the inn without sparing his adversaries another thought. He opened his eyes and looked around before taking out the potato sack.


  “Here, Raon.”


  “Sure, weak human! I’ll carry it for you!”


  As Raon grabbed the proffered potato sack, Cale walked off. “We’ll be invisible for our next moves. Also…”


  The night was far from over, and there was much to be done. Choi Han and the children paid close attention to what Cale had to say.


  “We’ll sneak into the Mostue headquarters just to loot the safe. We need to be as stealthy as possible.”


  There was nobody in Mostue’s faction capable of detecting a swordmaster, a dragon, and two cats keeping a low profile.


  ‹Human, why do bad guys have so much money? They have too much! Something’s off! I’m just glad we looted it all!›


  That night, Cale returned with the potato sack filled to the brim. Liv-An’s underworld was officially an unmitigated disaster.


   


  ***


   


  As the city of Liv-An welcomed the next morning, a tidal wave of surprise washed over them.


  “Damn. The mercenary guild building was hit by terrorists last night!”


  The mercenary guild had gone to pieces.


  “I know, so shut it! Haven’t you seen that the mercenaries are all sensitive right now?”


  “Gosh…”


  In the dining hall on the first floor of the Hope and Adventure Loving Inn, the adventurers sitting at the tables quietly discussed what had happened last night.


  “There weren’t casualties, though, right?”


  “I don’t know. The mercenaries are being all hush-hush about it.”


  “Doesn’t the merchant guild have anything to say?”


  “Are you crazy? You think they wanna run their mouths and provoke the mercenary guild?”


  The merchant guild was staying quiet, and even the victims—the mercs themselves—had yet to make a public statement. This was a city made up of merchants, mercenaries, and adventurers, and something big had happened to one of those three core groups. It was little wonder that the entire city was in a state of anxiety.


  Even newbie adventurer Bob noticed the heavy mood when he came down the stairs to the first floor. It only served to spike his apprehension.


  “What should I do? It’s my first adventure, and I’m getting nervous.”


  “It’s okay, Bob,” said the inn employee he’d met yesterday. “Only luck will follow you on your journey, so don’t you worry.”


  His kind words filled Bob with energy. “Much appreciated!”


  “You can do it,” the friendly employee encouraged him.


  “Thanks. See you next time!”


  Bob stepped out of the inn’s main entrance, off to prepare for the day’s adventure. The employee who’d received Bob’s farewell trudged toward the dining hall.


  “Over here, young master.”


  “Yeah.”


  Cale’s warm expression was long gone when he accepted a cup of lemonade from Ron and headed for the far end of the hall.


  A man raised a hand to beckon him. “Over here.” It was Erhaven, showing off his explosively handsome appearance in human form. Beside him sat a robed figure.


  ‹It’s Goldie Gramps! Wow, he sure is good at being on time!›


  Choi Han, who had come to Cale’s side, looked toward the table. “Mr. Cale…” he murmured, voice thick with concern.


  “You already know,” Cale said, unbothered. “He’s dying, so he’s in pain right now.”


  “I understand.” Acknowledging Cale’s response, Choi Han examined the person next to Erhaven: the half-blood dragon.


  He was now human, sporting black hair and black eyes like Choi Han’s. The clash of darkness and light attributes in his body seemed to be a strain on him; his face was pale, his fingertips shaking. Choi Han wasn’t about to relax his guard just because of that, but he did feel a twinge of pity for the half-blood dragon. From the cautious way he peered around the inn, he was clearly in awe. Choi Han had acted similarly when he first found Harris.


  Nevertheless, Choi Han erased that sorrow from his mind, never forgetting his most important mission. While he stared down at the half-blood dragon with cold eyes, someone else was gaping at Cale in bewilderment.


  “Unlucky punk.”


  “It’s good to see you, Lord Erhaven.”


  Goodness! Erhaven suppressed his disbelief as he petted Ohn and Hong, who were both on the table. He had been flabbergasted after the children told him what happened last night, as well as what he’d overheard from the inn’s patrons gossiping at their tables.


  Does this bastard want to take over the world, or does he just find joy in causing trouble? At this point, he couldn’t tell whether Cale was unlucky or merely relished in this sort of thing.


  Disregarding Erhaven, Cale began eating the soup and salad Ron had brought over. “Is it bearable?” he asked the half-blood dragon.


  “Yes.”


  That was the end of their discussion.


  Seeing Cale act so uninterested after he’d asked Erhaven to bring the half-blood dragon here made the ancient dragon click his tongue. He found it difficult to suss out what this unfortunate human was thinking. Erhaven felt that the vocabulary he used to describe Cale was expanding, but that wasn’t important; asking the questions on his mind came first.


  “What are you going to do with the money?”


  The cats had proudly told Erhaven how Cale had become a thief of justice and looted the underworld—and of course Raon was babbling on in Erhaven’s mind right now as well. ‹Goldie, did you hear? We took the first step toward saving Liv-An’s underworld yesterday. My piggy bank is already half full! Let’s go buy some apple pies later!›


  Raon was enthusiastically planning how he was going to use his cash. Earning money was fun, but so was spending it.


  ‹I’ll buy you some too! I feel bad for you because they destroyed your home!›


  The ancient dragon was flummoxed, but the corners of his lips twitched up; he was obviously enjoying himself.


  Cale took his time responding to Erhaven’s question. “What are you going to do with the money?” The answer had already been decided.


  “Make it stronger.”


  The ancient dragon, half-blood dragon, swordmaster, and two cats at the table were all befuddled by this reply. The invisible black dragon was in the same boat.


  On behalf of the group, Choi Han asked, “What are you planning on strengthening?”


  Really, what did Cale need to fortify? I heard his glass vessel is in the best state it can be.


  As Choi Han and Erhaven regarded him with grim expressions, Cale said, “Ah, just a little something. I’ll be throwing money away like last time.”


  “…Pardon?”


  “Meeeeeow?”


  “Meeow?”


  Ohn and Hong were included among the confused parties, but unseen by anyone else, the eyes of the six-year-old dragon widened. Raon recalled that mind-boggling moment when Cale had laughed while throwing silver coins into the lava.


  Raon was so taken aback that he forgot to speak in Cale’s mind; instead, he mumbled aloud on the tabletop. Taking his piggy bank out of his spatial dimension, the invisible dragon said in a voice just loud enough for the group to hear, “That’s…”


  Throwing money away? That was…


  “It’s super exciting, but extremely shocking.”


  Raon hadn’t forgotten the shock he received when he was just five years old. As for Cale, the miserly owner of the Fire of Destruction was cheering loudly in his mind.


  “Ah, blowing money?” Erhaven said to Raon. “I made it rain too when I was curious about the world. Spending freely is a good experience.”


  Cale figured this even-tempered ancient dragon must’ve been no joke in his younger years.


  Raon seemed to have snapped out of it, as he spoke in Cale’s mind again. ‹Oh, Goldie, that’s not it. Human! Goldie Gramps doesn’t seem to understand your shockingly exciting hobby!›


  Erhaven then asked Cale another question. “When will you do it?”


  “Tonight.”


  “Tonight?” Erhaven blinked at Cale as if this was unexpected. When Cale first said he was going to throw money away, Erhaven had assumed he was planning to go above and beyond.


  Spending at night… Is he merely going to splurge on expensive alcohol? I thought he’d at least buy a couple of mountains or something. I suppose his scale is quite small when it comes to money.


  Feeling everyone’s eyes on him, Cale touched his inner pocket. There was a pouch inside it.


  “Hee hee… It was two billion last time… This time it’s five billion!”


  The miser remembered Cale talking to the crown prince about five billion galleons before. Then something else occurred to him.


  “But can you use the golden plaque in the Eastern Continent?”


  Cale had yet to spend the golden plaque he had received from Albert for his personal use. As things stood, the crown prince’s five billion galleons were pretty much nonexistent. When the ancient realized this, he quieted down.


  “I guess five billion galleons isn’t possible…”


  He said nothing more after that, as if he’d curled up in a corner somewhere.


  Paying the cheapskate no mind, Cale addressed Erhaven and the others. “I plan to do it somewhere quiet.”


  Choi Han and Ohn shot him quizzical looks—as did Erhaven, soon enough. At night, and somewhere quiet… Strange circumstances in which to spend a lot of money.


  Cale didn’t give them any more time to ask questions. He finished the sausage Ron had brought for him, stood up, and looked at the half-blood dragon. “Let’s talk for a bit.”


  Screeeech. The half-blood dragon pushed back his chair and rose from his seat. He didn’t look much better standing up. He was now weaker than the average human, and traces of his light attribute and Choi Han’s darkness still warred within his body, causing him significant pain.


  “Follow me,” Cale said. He ascended to the third floor of the inn, the half-blood dragon quietly trailing behind him. Raon accompanied them.


   


  ***


   


  The room at the end of the third-floor hallway was set aside for Cale’s personal use. The chamber was neat but luxurious.


  Cale pointed to the chair across from him. “Sit.” The half-blood dragon sat down with an indifferent expression.


  When the half-blood dragon looked at him, Cale smoothly asked, “How many of Arm’s battle brigades are left in the Eastern Continent?”


  The half-blood dragon chuckled; Cale got right down to business. Though his limbs trembled from the pain, there was no tremor in his speech when he replied, “The second and third brigades are left. There were originally three of them, but didn’t you destroy the first?”


  Arm’s First Battle Brigade—the strongest they had to offer—had been destroyed by Cale’s group on their way to the Western Continent. Cale and his companions had only managed this because they were out on the ocean and had the Whale Tribe helping them. But while the half-blood dragon now knew that Cale’s group was responsible, Arm had yet to identify the people behind the attack.


  Cale tapped on the chair’s armrest, declining to answer.


  Although he wore a facade of indifference, the half-blood dragon was quite curious about Cale’s plans. “Will you slaughter the second and third brigades as well?”


  At that, Cale’s tapping stopped short. “Who knows?” he said lightly.


  He sat up and leaned forward, fixing his gaze on the half-blood dragon across the table. “Hypothetically speaking,” he began, picturing the scenario, “without funds or headquarters, a big organization would be at a disadvantage, wouldn’t they?”


  If Arm’s funds dried up and they lost their base, how and where would all those battle brigades and regular members eat and sleep?


  “And if the mercenaries start chasing them around, they’d have an especially rough time without any money or a place to retreat to, right?” The corners of Cale’s lips slowly quirked up. “The Eastern Continent’s members would want to ask those on the Western Continent for help. But as you know, the Western Continent’s division is at war alongside the Mogor Empire and the Alchemist’s Bell Tower, so they won’t be able to help. That’ll make things really hard for Arm out here in the east. Don’t you agree?”


  With a feigned smile of pity for Arm, Cale continued, “Then if people are going around saying ‘We’re the Real Arm!’ and taking out the corrupt mercenary guild around the continent, along with all the rotten thugs in the underworld, they’ll be really angry, right?”


  The half-blood dragon turned pensive as he tried to piece together what Cale had said. Wasn’t Cale simply declaring that he was going to get rid of Arm, the corrupt mercenary guild, and the continent’s criminal underbelly?


  “Are you trying to do something good?” the half-blood dragon asked bluntly.


  “What nonsense are you spouting now?” Cale was genuinely flabbergasted. He peered at the half-blood dragon, who still wore an odd look on his face, and went on speaking with an air of frustration. “Do you know what bad guys hate the most? That’s what I’m trying to do.”


  What bad guys hate the most…? When the half-blood dragon tried to think of the antithesis of “bad,” the only thing he could come up with was “good.” Wouldn’t villains hate their opposite?


  “Is that why you’re trying to do something good?”


  Cale heaved a sigh. The half-blood dragon struck him as rather dimwitted.


  Look at the world. Bad guys don’t care what other people do.


  “Bad guys don’t care whether other people are good or bad or whether they do charity work and whatnot. They just get angry if people steal from them.”


  The more they looted the corrupt mercenary guild, the more unscrupulous people would lose their tempers. The same went for the underworld and Arm. As they lost things one after another, they would get angrier and angrier, until that anger transformed into fear.


  That was the basis of Cale’s plan. The Real Arm would snatch away Arm’s belongings, one by one.


  Although Cale didn’t explain this out loud, the half-blood dragon had a decent grasp of it. His somber face didn’t reflect the pain he felt, matching his grave state of mind. “What do you need me to do?”


  This was the burning question on his mind. He had six months of life remaining—what did he have to do during that time? He awaited Cale’s response, which came quickly.


  “Rest.”


  “What?” the half-blood dragon blurted out, confused.


  “Do whatever you want to do,” Cale continued. “With supervision, of course. You won’t have complete freedom.”


  Cale intended to keep the half-blood dragon under strict surveillance. This punk was different from the swordmaster Hana. She had become an enemy of Arm and the Empire, and they wanted to kill her. That wasn’t the case for the half-blood dragon, someone Arm would want to retrieve. Even if he didn’t stay in Cale’s territory, he had a place to return to. Cale had to restrict his freedom more than Hana’s.


  Ignorant of the turmoil beneath the half-blood dragon’s blank stare, Cale said whatever came to mind. “Oh, and there’s no such thing as a free handout. I know you’re in pain, but you can still work.”


  Why would Cale take care of him for free?


  “Work? Me?” The half-blood dragon was honestly stumped. As he racked his brain for things that he might do for work here, he thought of the inn’s first floor, where he had been not long ago. It was a space filled with patrons and busy employees, with a constant racket and the fragrance of delicious breakfast food brushing past his nose. Compared to the dark cave where he grew up, it was dazzling. But even when he’d sat there, not a single person had spared him a glance.


  Looking at Cale, he slowly opened his mouth to speak. “Do you mean working at the inn?”


  “Yes. Nothing in life is free.”


  Cale did plan to tell Ron to assign the half-blood dragon a job he could complete even with his aching body, of course. Someone racked by pain every few seconds couldn’t clean or serve dishes, and it would be troublesome if he fainted in front of a guest.


  Ron will give him the right tasks. He’d probably hand the half-blood dragon a duty like folding napkins.


  “You’re an adult,” Cale concluded. “You need to earn your meals.”


  Earn his meals? The half-blood dragon considered that statement. For some reason, it sounded strange to him.


  I’m going to work in that inn? With them?


  The entire concept was bizarre. He was already suffering every few seconds thanks to Choi Han’s attack, and now Cale was threatening to put him to work… Why did he feel so conflicted?


  The image of the peaceful inn flickered in his mind again.


  As the half-blood dragon stewed in his thoughts, Cale went on with his spiel. He saw no reason to carefully explain things to the half-blood dragon the way he did for Choi Han, Raon, and the rest.


  “Right, I’m going to ask Lord Erhaven to dye your hair as well. We can’t have Arm spotting you. Is there a particular color you want?”


  “A color I want?”


  “Yes.”


  The half-blood dragon’s gaze drifted toward Cale’s red hair. White Star, whom he had called Father… Cale Henituse, who he had believed to be a half-blood like himself… The half-blood dragon thought about the two of them as he sat there in silence.


  Cale had no intention to wait for him. “Let Lord Erhaven know once you’ve decided,” he said, and then moved on to the most important business. “Rest a bit. When I call for you again, we’ll go attack Arm.”


  There was no smile on Cale’s face. The half-blood dragon’s expression stiffened in response.


  Cale asked him another question. “How many central bases does Arm have?”


  He had no need to inquire about all of Arm’s numerous branches; that information would be available in the central hubs. Cale only needed to know where they were. Those core facilities would have information about the organization’s structure.


  The half-blood dragon knew where those locations were. “There are two.”


  Cale waited for him to continue.


  At length, the half-blood dragon said with a curious look on his face, “Your subordinate should know a great deal about one of them.”


  “My subordinate…?”


  “Yes. Your subordinate, Ron Molran.”


  Cale blinked as the half-blood dragon calmly went on, “I was shocked to see him in the inn. Though I’d never seen him in person before, his appearance was well known to Arm’s leadership fifteen years ago. Any branch managers and Red Stars who’ve been around that long would know of him.”


  Of the five households who had once controlled the Eastern Continent’s underworld, Ron and Vicross were the only head and heir who’d slipped the net. Their family was particularly talented when it came to information-gathering and assassinations. Arm had scoured the entire Eastern Continent for the runaway father and son but failed to find them. Years later, they no longer sought him so desperately, but the half-blood dragon remembered how Arm had behaved during their search for Ron Molran back then. The man was important to Arm.


  “House Molran’s territory—Ron Molran’s home—is one of our central bases.”


  House Molran had a reputation as the Eastern Continent’s greatest family in the realms of stealth and intelligence, and their territory included a fortress. As soon as Arm got their hands on it, they made some modifications and turned it into one of their primary hubs.


  “This is absurd,” Cale mumbled under his breath. He had assumed the Empire’s situation was urgent while things over here were more relaxed, but that wasn’t the case. There were mountains of old ties to untangle in the east.


  Raon, Choi Han, Ron, Lark, Ohn, Hong… Cale thought about the pile of knots he needed to cut off and then weave back together. His own life was still paramount, though, so he told the half-blood dragon, “You can head out now. I’ve said all that I needed to say.”


  Cale would tackle his essential tasks first. Just as the flap of a butterfly’s wings could cause a storm somewhere else, he could whip up a hurricane if he took things step by step. Those who didn’t see the butterfly might think the storm came out of nowhere, but the butterfly could anticipate the fallout from the moment it flapped its wings.


  As for Cale, he was flapping his wings again in order to manifest one of these inevitable events in the world—and the results would appear that very night.


   


  ***


   


  Erhaven raised his head. Choi Han, Ohn, and Hong remained silent.


  As the night wind blustered past them, the ancient dragon looked at the star-speckled sky above Gray Eye Forest. No moon hung in that sky; it was the night of the new moon.


  Erhaven lowered his gaze to the place where Cale had earned the Sky-Devouring Water: a large lake resembling a human eye. The once-gray water was now normal in color, reflecting the starry expanse above.


  Cale stood beside that lake, while Raon flew in nervous circles around him. Watching the pair, Erhaven remarked, “I thought you were going to throw money away?”


  Cale took a step toward the large lake with the others behind him. “That’s right. I’m here to blow some cash.”


  He looked calm, but Erhaven, Choi Han, Ohn, and Hong couldn’t help their confusion.


  “Human!” Raon shouted to Cale. “Let me know if you need my piggy bank! I can give it to you anytime!”


  The tip of Cale’s shoe touched the lake, and the water sloshed against it. Erhaven’s insistent tone reached his ears.


  “You’re going to throw money into the lake?” It was unthinkable. “Didn’t you say you were going to make something stronger? How is tossing a bunch of coins into the lake going to accomplish that? There’s no way any human who possessed the power of nature would give you such a trial!”


  As Cale turned around, someone else was rambling loudly in his mind. “Finally! Finally! Ahh, aahhh! Finally, another chance for a wonderful moment that I would happily die again for!”


  He’s got a screw loose, all right.


  Ignoring the Fire of Destruction’s owner, Cale said, “Why would I do that?”


  “What? Then where will you throw it?” Erhaven asked. Calming down a bit, he pressed, “Are you planning on using all the money you nabbed from the underworld? There’s no way the owner of an Ancient Power would test you like that. I’ll help you, so tell me what’s going on. I’m quite wealthy myself.”


  “I’m not sure.” Cale shrugged and took a small item out of his pocket. His instincts told him that strengthening this Ancient Power wouldn’t affect his vessel, so he didn’t hesitate.


  A small magic pouch sat in his hand. The only one who recognized it was the young black dragon.


  “H-human! Th-that’s…!” Beside him, Raon was dumbstruck. He knew about that bag: He’d last seen it at the VIP auction in Karo. Cale had used it to trade with the bishop from Karo’s Church of the God of Sun.


  Cale and the bishop had conducted their own auction with the jewel called the Night’s Exultation.


  “Fifteen. However, I can’t give you any more than a lump sum of ten billion.”


  After that, the pair had gone back and forth.


  “How much?”


  “Twenty.”


  “How much?”


  “Twenty-two billion.”


  When the bishop offered that much, Cale had pushed one last time: “Twenty-three.”


  “You coldhearted scumbag.”


  The Night’s Exultation had been sold for twenty-three billion counds. The bishop had thrown him a small money pouch with spatial dimensional magic cast on it.


  “Here. Ten billion counds.”


  Now the bag containing ten billion counds had reappeared before Raon’s eyes. Cale had given the pouch to Bilose to purchase the Wolf King’s diary, but in other people’s eyes, that item was no more than a beastfolk relic. Naturally, it wouldn’t have cost the full amount. It was much cheaper.


  Thus, the Wolf King’s diary was acquired, and the remaining money was returned to Cale. Cale had put a portion of the money he received for selling the Fire Crystal to the Sinten Merchant Guild’s leader into this pouch as well.


  Incidentally, the Fire Crystal was sold to Plavin Sinten for thirty billion counds.


  “Thirty billion counds.”


  “Th-that’s preposterous!”


  Cale recalled how shocked Plavin had been. The money he’d earned from both the bishop of the Church of the God of Sun and the Sinten Merchant Guild was collected in this pouch, though only a small portion of the money for the Fire Crystal was included.


  The young dragon’s eyes were practically popping out of their sockets. He cried out, “That bag is a t-ten billion cound bag! Th-this is unreal!”


  Silence settled over the lakeside. Choi Han and the cats were dumbstruck, and even Erhaven could find nothing to say this time.


  Shaaaaaaa. The moment a gust of wind brushed past them, Cale produced Raon’s special potato sack. His slow and deliberate movements dragged a comment out of Erhaven at last: “You are unhinged.”


  Suddenly, a tremor shook the ground. Erhaven’s expression changed; he sensed a natural power at work. It was the most destructive of nature’s powers—something so all-consuming, it could even devour itself.


  “Fire…”


  He felt the power of flame.


  At that moment, the cheapskate started yelling in Cale’s mind. “Damn! Ten billion! Ten billion! Ten billion!”


  The owner of the Fire of Destruction—that miserly master of the fiery thunderbolt—had heard Raon’s words just now. Cale could feel the power of fire blazing rampant within his body.


  “Ten billion! Ah ha ha ha ha ha, ten billion! Hee hee hee hee hee hee!”


  Cale hesitated. Did he completely lose it? The fiery thunderbolt’s owner seemed a bit overexcited. Excessively so.


  Then Cale’s face stiffened. For the first time in several days, he’d heard the stone guardian’s voice.


  “Oh dear.” Sounding concerned, the stone guardian touched upon the situation in a few words: “The power that burned the north will appear again… It’s the second coming of a disaster.”


  Cale recoiled. A disaster?


  Boooom.


  An otherworldly rumbling was emanating from the depths of the earth. His eyes slid to the ground, the flames surging wildly inside his body.


  Fire was weak to water, but this fire had battled on equal terms with the Sky-Devouring Water—a power so strong that a god needed to suppress it. Fire was by no means weak, and this Ancient Power exemplified the final word in its name: destruction.


  “Ah ha ha ha ha ha ha ha! It’s a party, a grand old party! I’ll burn everything!”


  The spirit’s resounding shouts rattled Cale’s brain, making him wince. Then his eyes flew wide open.


  “Whoa!”


  The eyelike lake was undergoing a transformation.


  Pssssshhh!


  The water evaporated in a flash, and the lake floor cracked open. The ground shuddered and ruptured as if jolted by an earthquake. Then a red substance reminiscent of the lava at the top of the Ten Finger Mountains rocketed out from those rifts.


  “It’s a party, a grand old party!”


  The Fire of Destruction was wreaking havoc.


  The second Cale saw the molten fluid, he shouted at the group behind him, “Everybody dodge!”


  Erhaven called out, “Flight!”


  Choi Han, Ohn, and Hong launched into the air as he cast a spell on them.


  Even as Choi Han’s body rose, he kept looking down. “This is…”


  The red substance reminded him of hellfire, and only seconds after appearing in the lake basin had it shot up as if to swallow the sky. It was like a downpour in reverse, with the red liquid raining up from the ground.


  Kssshhhh!


  The earth convulsed as the lake floor crumbled, seemingly unable to withstand the red fluid bursting into the air—just like the pillar of fire Choi Han had seen many times already. The substance turned into a tsunami and rushed at Cale.


  “Mr. Cale!”


  As the fire raced toward Cale, he found himself thinking that he’d made the wrong decision. He probably shouldn’t have messed with the Fire of Destruction.


  Shit.


  “Ah ha ha ha ha ha ha ha—ghk! Ha ha ha ha ha ha!” The spirit laughed so hard, he choked. Cale stood frozen to the spot with the money bag in one hand and a stunned expression on his face, watching the lava approach him.


  Then Cale heard a woman’s voice in his head. “Fly.”


  He paused. Huh? He had heard this voice only once before, when he earned the Sound of the Wind. It belonged to the thief. Since then, the spirit had only communicated by creating small whirlwinds to guide him toward divine items. This was the first time she’d spoken up since Cale had obtained her power.


  The woman who once made off with a divine item—the thief who’d lost her freedom and died underwater—declared, “Wind knows fire best.”


  Fire and wind could not be separated. They fed one another, forming an even greater catastrophe.


  Just as the fire was about to get stronger, a swirl of wind manifested around Cale’s feet on its own. Though he found it odd, he kicked off the ground, letting the wind carry him into the air.


  Boom! Lava flooded the spot he’d just vacated. It didn’t seem satisfied with gulping up the lake alone, as it went on guzzling the surrounding area. The lava expanded its territory at a rapid rate until it ran into the barrier Ollien had left behind.


  Bang! Bang!


  Vines sprang out of the barrier to repel the lava, but the molten flame easily consumed them, melting everything in its path.


  Erhaven was at a loss. “Who knew it was such a brazen power?”


  He had broken Ollien’s barrier to bring Cale here, but as soon as they returned to the Gray Eye Lake, he had reactivated it. Though the Sky-Devouring Water was gone, he wanted those few traces of Ollien to remain. Besides, he never knew what Cale might do; it was safer to leave the barrier intact. But now that barrier was about to shatter.


  “Unlucky punk!” Erhaven stared at Cale, but he couldn’t get anywhere close to speak with him.


  The fire is running wild.


  A red tint outlined Cale’s body, scarlet light pouring out of him as if he were surrounded in a halo of flame. Erhaven could feel the blaze flaring out of control inside Cale.


  Cale was aware of what was occurring in his body too—it was making him uncomfortable. “Ugh…” He wasn’t in pain, exactly. It was just hot. They were still in early March, but the temperature was sweltering.


  Why did I think I could strengthen something with this body of mine?! Cale undid the top button of his shirt in annoyance, letting his frustration take over. He had done it unthinkingly because of the heat. Hot breaths puffed from his mouth.


  Yet he didn’t have time to stand there in a daze. The lava targeted him once again, sending another scorching tidal wave in his direction as if it didn’t care about Ollien’s barrier at all.


  Ancient Powers had to be earned alone, so Cale couldn’t have someone else cast flight magic on him right now. As he barely managed to hover in the air thanks to the Sound of the Wind, he heard the spirit’s voice in his mind again.


  “Nobody could stop us when we fought together,” she said.


  The Fire of Destruction’s owner, that cheapskate, was called a hero. The thief bearing the Sound of the Wind, who’d lived in hiding, helped him every so often. Whenever they fought an enemy together, nobody could stand against them. Nothing anyone did could deter them; they simply swallowed any obstacle and made their bodies even bigger.


  “If the fire regains its original powers, I’ll be able to use my true powers as well.”


  What? Cale twitched as he watched the lava crash toward him. The true power of the Sound of the Wind?


  “There is more to the freedom of wind than just movement and whirlwinds. Wind exists everywhere.” The wind—the flow of air—was present around everything, be it the trees, the earth, fire, water, or even the people of the world. “That’s why it is at its most beautiful when it’s with someone else rather than when it’s alone.”


  Although she was a thief, she had always helped her friends. With her aid, the fire became the most destructive blaze, the earth became the strongest stone, the tree became the sturdiest wood, and the water flew across the vast sea to reach the Eastern Continent.


  “When you use a divine artifact in the future…”


  Cale’s lips tilted downward. A divine artifact? At present, he had three in his possession or left in someone else’s keeping: the God of War’s watering can from the north, the Condemnation of the Sun, and The Method to Kill Death. Why was she suddenly talking about them?


  “When that moment comes, remember that I am here.”


  The Sound of the Wind said nothing more. Instead, the voice of the mad miser filled Cale’s mind.


  “What are you doing? Hurry up and make it rain!” While the lava converged and pursued Cale, who was slowly floating down to the ground, the fiery thunderbolt’s owner loudly urged him on. “What are you waiting for? Let’s have some fun! Why aren’t you doing anything? Huh? Hee hee hee, it’s time to run wild!”


  Cale’s frown only deepened. As if responding to his scowl, the lava rushed at him even faster.


  Choi Han, Ohn, and Hong were watching this unfold; they flailed their legs in the air in an effort to go to Cale.


  “Mr. Cale! It seems too dangerous!”


  Then it happened.


  “So loud. You stupid cheapskate.”


  Choi Han flinched, befuddled. “What?”


  Cale wasn’t paying any attention to him. Grinning widely, he shoved his hand into the money pouch.


  The whirlwind around his feet slowly dwindled as his body drifted to the lava. And though Cale was drenched in sweat from the heat both within and without, his eyes were sparkling.


  The pouch originally held ten billion counds. After purchasing the Wolf King’s diary, Cale was left with five billion. Then he had added three of the thirty billion counds he received from Plavin Sinten, bringing the total to eight billion counds. These weren’t silver coins, like last time, but gold coins. In addition, he had gold coins from the Eastern Continent, which he’d looted from the bad guys.


  Ten billion? It probably exceeded that amount.


  Cale knew how to use money when he spent it. He had already set aside enough to feed himself and those around him for the rest of their lives.


  I should use the rest for times like this. When else would I use it? He put some strength into the hand he reached into the pouch.


  There was only one thing he planned to do.


  Riiiiiip. The pouch with spatial dimension magic tore from the inside as the spell slowly broke down. The sound of gold coins clinking against each other could be heard through the tear.


  Facing the lava wave that was about to hit him, Cale shouted jovially, “Here you go, you cheapskate! This is the taste of money!”


  Riiiiiiiiiiiiiip. The subspace pouch was shredded to pieces. At the same time, Cale activated the wind once more, boosting himself into the sky. A radiant light followed his trajectory.


  Erhaven put a hand to his forehead. “That crazy bastard.”


  Cale was laughing like mad. “Ha ha ha ha!”


  More gold coins poured from the ruptured pouch. Even on this moonless night, the starlight and the lava’s red glow were enough to make the coins shine a golden beacon throughout the area.


  Raon clutched his piggy bank against his chest, mesmerized. “It’s raining money!” he yelled. “It’s raining gold! Shocking, but thrilling! This is incredible!”


  As the gold coins tumbled into the lava, a noise that sounded like someone crying rose from its molten surface. There was no better way to describe it.


  “Ohhhh, the smell of gold! It’s more luxurious and sturdier than silver. Ohhh, it’s really gold! Oh my goodness!”


  Gold coins spilled on and on.


  “Oh, yes, yes! Are you a human, or an angel? Oh… Boohoo! Ohhhh!”


  Once hit by the golden rain, the lava changed color. Where previously it had been only red, it gradually took on a golden glow, similar to the fiery thunderbolt. Bit by bit, the crimson shade that reminded them of hell shone gold, until it had transformed into a rose-gold hue.


  The lava’s wailing grew louder.


  Cale’s mutter cut through the howls. “What a pain.” With a simple movement, he tore another hole in the money pouch.


  Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip.


  Then Cale flipped the bag over.


  “G-gold coins are showering down! I, the great and mighty Raon Mir, have seen a completely different world today!”


  Next, Cale flipped the potato sack upside down.


  “Human! Human! You are great and mighty! Human! The great and mighty Raon Mir approves of you!”


  Raon’s praise was drowned out by the sound of gold coins and gold bars spilling into the lava. The Fire of Destruction’s owner was taken aback. “Huh? Wha…?”


  Cale grinned. The cheapskate was definitely shocked.


  “Uh, hrm… This looks like it might be over ten billion.”


  Cale went on dumping the gold bars without a care. He’d make more money if he looted Arm and the mercenaries again. Not only that, but he still had another thirteen billion counds to collect from the bishop, as well as tens of billions of other currencies stashed away.


  “If you want to do something crazy, you have to do it right,” Cale said. Though he sounded indifferent, he looked refreshed; his expression was particularly radiant.


  Ah, I’m so happy. Cale felt content from the bottom of his heart. He was at his happiest when he threw money around like this.


  In the end, the fiery thunderbolt’s owner shouted, “I knew you were crazier than both devils and angels!”


  Boom!


  The red fluid disappeared, leaving only a rose-gold lake under Cale’s feet. He descended once more. The surface of the lake rippled, but he managed to stand on the water—or rather, the rose-gold fluid. Its consistency was closer to that of a swamp.


  “I still have more gold bars in the potato sack,” he said calmly.


  Several gold bars, which the lava couldn’t stomach, floated about in the rose-gold bog. Smirking at the sight, Cale heard the weak voice of the fiery thunderbolt’s owner.


  “I lost.”


  The Fire of Destruction’s owner had only gobbled up ten billion. Thinking that this cheapskate wasn’t too ambitious after all, Cale felt an uncanny sensation. He looked down at his body to find himself shimmering. The thick swamp emitted light as it slowly evaporated, rose-gold vapor rising up to surround Cale. The vapor soon subsumed Cale’s body.


  His companions could no longer see him from their place in the air; they could only perceive a brilliant rose-gold light shooting up from the ground. The light was so bright, it seemed as if a sun had manifested on the earth.


  Cale heard the Fire of Destruction’s owner in his mind again. “I liked being practical. While others chased after gods, eternal life, or even power or fame—all incorporeal things that cannot be seen—I chased after money. Money was something I could see. It was the most realistic thing I could hold in my hands.”


  The Fire of Destruction’s owner liked worldly things. Some might call him materialistic, but he didn’t care. There was a simple reason for it: “I thought it was beautiful.”


  Even though others labeled him a cheapskate, saying an honorable hero shouldn’t be so fixated on wealth… Even though, in the end, people cursed him for drowning the north into a sea of fire and still only looking for money…


  “For someone like me, who only knew how to destroy, money gave me a way to protect something.”


  He had grown up torching everything in sight to ash, and money gave him the means to restore the things he’d destroyed. When he was young, he was unable to control his powers and had incinerated a noble’s paddy field. His parents had scraped together all the money they could and offered it to the noble to prevent him from being taken away.


  “That kind of money is nothing. We were able to save you.”


  “Don’t forget, that’s the kind of thing money is for.”


  His poor parents had worked hard to earn a living, but they’d been willing to spend it all for his sake.


  The ancient who had known only destruction told Cale, “I must give a fitting reward to people who use their money for me.”


  It had to be that way. That was his philosophy, his way of exorcising the grudge in his heart.


  Shaaaaaaa. Cale lifted his head, and the rose-gold light entered his body. The aspects that couldn’t join with him launched skyward.


  In Cale’s mind, the ancient continued, “There’s no reason a fiery thunderbolt has to strike from the sky. It can shoot up from the ground too.”


  Numerous rose-gold flashes lanced into the night sky. One resembled a spear as it shot off the ground, climbing through the air. The lights exploded in the air with a series of loud noises, as beautiful as a firework display.


  Baaang! Bang! Bang!


  Cale watched the detonations as he listened to the cheapskate’s voice.


  “Did you know?” the spirit said. “The sky is strong and arrogant. Beware of those with the sky attribute.”


  A wrinkle formed in Cale’s brow. Sky attribute?


  The fiery thunderbolt’s owner laughed and added, “But it should be okay this time. Remember that.”


  Shaaaa. The rose-gold colored light that had lingered around him quickly entered Cale’s body.


  Cale let out a deep breath. The lake and the lava were both gone, leaving him standing on barren earth. In the center of that empty basin, he held out his hand.


  Crackle, crackle. A fiery thunderbolt seemed to be dancing on his palm—different from before, with a clearer rose-gold hue.


  “Human!”


  Starting with Raon, the group landed next to Cale. The black dragon had already witnessed a similar scene once, but everyone else was shocked.


  Peering at the fiery thunderbolt in Cale’s palm, Erhaven said, “I’ve never seen such a sight in my thousand years of life.”


  He couldn’t tear his gaze away from it as he spoke. Fire symbolized many things: light, warmth, cooking… But this fiery thunderbolt didn’t possess many of fire’s attributes, only pure violence and destruction.


  The stone guardian was telling Cale as much at that very moment. “That fire… It has completely returned to this world at last.”


  This was the fire that had scorched the north, the coldest region of the Western Continent. This was the fire that had stopped itself even though it could have done even more. The Scary Stone’s owner, known as the “guardian”—bitter frenemies with the “destroyer”—acknowledged that this unbound and fearsome power had returned to its full strength.


  Beeeeeeep. Beeeeeeep.


  All of a sudden, a video communication device appeared in Raon’s front paws, glowing red. Cale turned to the group and said, “Looks like we need to go back to the Western Continent.”


  It was time to return to the battlefield.


  “Human! It’s a call from our smart Rosalyn!”


  Rosalyn was still busy managing of the aftermath of the war with the Indomitable Alliance. As soon as Raon connected the call, she asked Cale, “What are you planning to do with the Bear Tribe and the Flame Dwarves? Are you going to keep them alive?”


  Cale had left the bears and Flame Dwarves to Rosalyn while he took care of other business. What was he planning to do with them? He would make the Empire face the might of their former allies.


  Speaking slowly, he said, “I’ll make them cling on to me for dear life.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “We need to give our enemies a chance too.”


  Cale wore a particularly benevolent smile, but none of his companions believed he literally meant what he said—not even Choi Han.


  “We also heard that the Empire’s imperial prince plans to give a speech, Lord Cale.”


  Cale’s smile widened even further. Imperial Prince Adin was finally starting to reveal himself in the chaos of the Western Continent.




  Chapter 59:
Do You Want to Live?


   


  INSIDE THE DUNGEONS of Castle Blanc, the closest place to Brek’s side of Death Canyon, Cale strode down the corridor with Rosalyn.


  “Are the dwarves doing well?” he asked.


  Rosalyn chuckled wryly at Cale’s casual question. The Bear Tribe and the Flame Dwarves had been taken prisoner after their defeat at Death Canyon, then transferred to the nearby Castle Blanc. The bears were placed in the underground cells, while the Flame Dwarves were detained in the regular prison.


  “‘Doing well’? Ha ha. Really, Lord Cale.” Rosalyn locked eyes with him. Smiling coldly, she said, “They’ve been quaking in their boots because they don’t know when they’ll die.”


  Choi Han and Mary were nearby, having accompanied Cale here. The swordmaster had followed him from the Eastern Continent, and he’d summoned the necromancer. Rosalyn noticed that her response had startled them, but she didn’t pay them much mind.


  Instead, she asked Cale, “Will you give them a way out?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  Cale came to stand in front of a large iron gate. This was a small section of the dungeon where all the criminals were gathered—though despite its “small” label, it could fit hundreds of people. Only one door led in and out.


  The knights and soldiers standing in front of the door greeted Cale’s group with nervous expressions. “Commander, you’re here.”


  “Open the door,” Rosalyn ordered.


  The knights bowed, and two soldiers immediately pushed open the heavy iron gate.


  Screeeech.


  The door opened to reveal the area inside. Brek’s mages, knights, and soldiers came into view first. They were stationed at multiple spots, looking solemn and ready to act at any moment. Cale shifted his gaze away from them and lowered his head.


  ‹Human! There are so many dwarves!›


  The dwarves, a race shorter in stature than humans, stood clustered in groups of ten. They peered up at Cale.


  Raon continued to speak in Cale’s mind. ‹They seem scared out of their wits!›


  Not all of them were so afflicted, but the majority of the dwarves’ faces were frozen in terror. They had no choice but to be afraid.


  That morning, they had all been bound in chains, marched to this place, and grouped up to be put in cells. The joy they’d initially felt at seeing their friends and family quickly fell away when they noticed that something was up. The usual prison guards were gone, with knights and mages from the battle squads keeping watch in their stead. Furthermore, soldiers stood in between the Flame Dwarves, creating a tense atmosphere that prevented the dwarves from having any silly ideas.


  Something’s going on. The dwarves felt in their bones that something big was going to happen to them today. After spending all day wondering what that might be, they were finally confronted with the two red-haired commanders for the first time in a while.


  Rosalyn and Cale were sources of resentment and fear for the dwarves. The Flame Dwarves had bet everything on the battle at Death Canyon, bringing out the wings and magic bomb launchers while they led their entire clan into battle. The weaker members had stayed in the rear, making use of their talent with their hands, while the rest of the adults had gone into battle.


  Kanell, the current chief of the Flame Dwarves, bit his lip. We needed freedom. To be more specific, they wanted Arm to approve of their abilities and give them their own land, allowing them to turn even a small corner of the north into Flame Dwarf territory.


  Memories of being mocked by other dwarves as a slow-witted clan, unskilled in making magic devices, lingered vividly in their minds. They kept working hard, and now they could produce some decent magic devices. The wings they had unveiled during the last battle were one such invention, but those wings had gone down so uselessly. Chief Kanell felt as if fate was telling them that the Flame Dwarves would never fly.


  “Looks like everyone’s here.”


  Kanell’s gaze focused on one of the red-haired commanders: Rosalyn. His eyes burned with rage as he stared at her. This was a normal reaction from a leader whose army had been defeated, but when the other red-haired commander spoke, fear eclipsed his anger.


  Cale stepped onto the small platform in front of the dwarves, speaking directly to the appointed guards. “All of you can leave.”


  Brek’s knights, mages, and soldiers flinched at his command and nervously looked to Rosalyn. Although Cale—as well as Choi Han and Mary beside him—were strong, there were still five hundred enemy prisoners. Things could get dire if they weaponized their frustration at losing the battle. The Brek forces were posted here to keep them in check, but now Cale was telling them to leave.


  Rosalyn also found it strange, but after glancing at Cale, she nodded to the knight representing the group.


  Clack. Clack. Clack. Stiff footsteps could be heard as the full company departed through the only door leading out of the area.


  Screeeech. Slowly, the iron gate swung shut with a bang, leaving this section of the dungeon completely cut off from the outside. The dwarves’ attention gradually shifted to the platform. There was only one place to look in this space with nothing but bumpy walls. Their gazes locked on a single figure: the person who held their lives in his hands.


  The Flame Dwarf chief eyed Cale apprehensively. This is the man who brought down the half-blood dragon.


  In reality, it was Choi Han and the whales who had defeated the half-blood dragon—but as the Flame Dwarves saw it, Cale laid the foundation for that victory. All dwarves feared the power of dragons, and Cale commanded the people who had fought against the half-blood dragon. If it had only been Rosalyn standing on the platform, they wouldn’t be so shaken; she couldn’t defeat the half-blood dragon, so she was just like them. Cale was different, however.


  Chief Kanell and his fellow dwarves stared at Cale. He was the commander who had manipulated the power of fire, water, and earth. He had turned the Flame Dwarves into prisoners of war, but he hadn’t done anything to them. He didn’t even come to see them until now. Now here he was, out of the blue.


  What did he have to say? Would they be forced into slavery again, just as they had been after White Star and the half-blood dragon subjugated them? Or was that chance not even afforded to them, and he intended to massacre them after all?


  Cale chose that moment to speak. “Do you want to live?”


  Chief Kanell’s eyes wavered. None of them had said a word, yet the dwarves’ anxiety was palpable. Cale declined to tell the Flame Dwarves anything else, closing his eyes and letting their turmoil take over.


  Then he heard Raon’s voice. ‹Human! It’s time!›


  Cale opened his eyes and looked at Rosalyn. When she saw Cale’s expression, she chewed on her lip.


  Really? Right here? Despite her misgivings, she put on a stern face, took out a communication sphere, and connected it. The device hummed as it vibrated to life, projecting a screen onto one of the chamber’s rough walls.


  “Oh!”


  “Huh.”


  A good number of dwarves were alarmed by this. A handsome face wearing a genial smile appeared on the screen, and they heard someone’s voice coming through the projection. “The Mogor Empire’s name is not an insignificant one.”


  “The imperial prince!”


  It was the video of Imperial Prince Adin giving his speech.


  Chief Kanell found his eyes drawn away from the screen and toward Cale. The Indomitable Alliance and the Mogor Empire were seemingly unrelated on the surface, but Cale Henituse was showing the Flame Dwarves, who belonged to the Indomitable Alliance, a video of the Empire’s imperial prince.


  When the chief’s gaze crossed with Cale’s, he saw Cale smiling.


  He knows! He’s known about it all this time! He was convinced that Cale understood the connection between Indomitable Alliance, Arm, and the Empire.


  The shocked gasps, rustling movements, and all other noises disappeared, plunging the dwarves into a state of unified silence. Only Adin’s voice rang through the hush.


  “The Empire worked hard for peace.”


  Cale watched the imperial prince on-screen. He could also see countless imperial citizens gazing up at Adin, who stood on a platform in the plaza. They waved the Empire’s flag, not hiding their rapturous emotions.


  Their wonderful, praiseworthy Empire was the center of the Western Continent. Yet it seemed as if this beloved Empire of theirs was slowly declining these days. Between the incidents with the Church of the God of Sun, Myple Castle, the destroyed palace, and the attempted assassination of Vice-Master Metelona of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower, they were facing trial after trial.


  The imperial prince continued to address his people, who had repeatedly seen the Empire falter before their eyes. Mogor had worked hard for peace, he said.


  “The Empire is the pillar of the Western Continent.” The imperial prince known for his affable smile was nowhere to be found. With a cold, dead serious look on his unsmiling face, Adin proclaimed to both the Empire’s citizens and those watching through the screen, “We have decided to take back our lost castle.”


  He referred, of course, to Myple Castle—the Empire’s lost fortress and the pride that Tunka and Whipper had seized from them.


  The Empire’s plaza was starting to heat up on this spring day. The citizens who still trusted their country and looked forward to the moment when they would restore their sullied dignity prepared to cheer.


  “The strong needn’t hide or use petty tricks,” the imperial prince told them—or told his enemies, rather. “We need only fair and just methods to demonstrate our overwhelming power.”


  Cale smirked. Oho. He himself was an enemy in Adin’s blind spot. “Fair and just methods,” was it? I should tell Miss Rina and the jungle to hold on a bit longer. After all, Cale also enjoyed “fair and just methods” and demonstrations of power.


  His uniquely charming and confident smile returning, Adin shouted as the heir to the only empire on the Western Continent, “From this moment forward, the world will know the Empire’s worth!”


  The citizens’ raucous cheers swept the plaza. They whooped so loudly that the audio rattled the prison block full of Flame Dwarves. The dwarves’ eyes were still glued to the imperial prince’s face on-screen.


  Mogor was declaring war on the Kingdom of the Whipper. As that fact etched itself into the dwarves’ minds, they slowly pivoted in a single direction, focusing on the commander who stood leisurely atop the platform.


  Commander Cale Henituse took his time descending from the dais and approaching the Flame Dwarves. Tap. Tap. He was just about at their level.


  Chief Kanell blanched. There was a familiar yet unfamiliar aura emanating from the approaching commander. It was the aura they’d felt while they were essentially Arm’s slaves—something their instincts told them to fear.


  Dragon Fear!


  They could feel a dragon’s presence coming from Cale as he stepped down from the platform. Kanell couldn’t attribute it to a dragon so easily, however, because this was something subtly different. While the aura he sensed from Cale was just as strong as a dragon’s, it wasn’t the same thing; it was unlike anything he had ever felt in his life. Nevertheless, it still made it hard for him to breathe. He felt as if he would die if he tried to attack Cale.


  The commander finished his descent and stopped right in front of Chief Kanell, who raised his head to look up at Cale. This aura… Kanell understood how Cale had defeated the half-blood dragon and the Indomitable Alliance.


  “Do you want to live?” the commander repeated. Infused with a different aura from before, the words weighed heavily on the dwarves, plunging the area into another stint of silence.


  Cale regarded the alleged chief, awaiting the dwarf’s response. He had already activated the Dominating Aura at high intensity.


  Soon, Chief Kanell responded. With a thud, he dropped to one knee.


  What’s he doing? This was a more extreme reaction than Cale had expected. It unsettled him. The chief looked ready to start shouting. Reminded of the crazy Guardian Knight, Cale briskly turned away.


  What everyone else saw was a commander coldly ignoring the kneeling chief. Kanell snapped his mouth shut.


  Please spare my people, he wanted to say. Faced with someone who already knew about the relationship between the Mogor Empire, Arm, and the Indomitable Alliance, this was all he could ask for. If his humility could save even a few dwarves from this man, who gave off an aura on par with a dragon’s, he would be happy as their chief. With all that in mind, he kept his eyes fixed on Cale.


  After looking around at the other dwarves, Cale turned back to the chief. Thinking his chance had come, Kanell opened his mouth in another attempt to speak, but Cale was a bit faster.


  “There’s something you need to make.”


  Dwarves were known for their craftsmanship skills. Chief Kanell gulped down the trepidation this Dragon Fear-esque aura inspired in him and asked, “What is it you need us to make?”


  Were Flame Dwarves merely sad creatures, doomed to create things that would only be taken from them? Were they never meant to know freedom?


  As despair shimmered in Kanell’s eyes, Cale told him and all the other dwarves, “Make wings.”


  Wings. The word made the dwarves cringe. They had crafted wings during their attempt to win the battle at Death Canyon, but they were torn apart. They had failed.


  “Th-the same wings?” the chief asked, voice quavering.


  As Cale observed the dwarf chief, he thought about someone: Icarus, a character from Greek mythology. Icarus had used his wings to fly into the sky before he fell to his death.


  Cale didn’t want another Icarus. In lieu of answering the dwarf, who waited desperately for a response, he called someone else over. “Mary.”


  “Yes, Lord Cale?” the necromancer asked. Still wearing a black robe that covered her entire body, the woman answered Cale’s summons by walking over to join him. “What should I do?”


  Cale scanned the chamber as he considered her question. He could see the Flame Dwarves and Mary, as well as the prison walls, but his mind was on the sky outside. He needed those present to collaborate on their creation.


  “A firebird,” he said.


  The location of their first battle with the Empire would be the sky. He required an overwhelming power that could dominate the heavens, and that power would be crafted by the defeated Flame Dwarves and the necromancer loathed by the God of Sun.


  Like the imperial prince, Cale preferred to assert dominance with a demonstration of overwhelming power.


  He captured the gaze of the person before him, who had been staring at the ground. “Can you do it?”


  From where he knelt, Chief Kanell could see the commander’s smile. He peeked at the blank wall where the imperial prince’s face had been.


  I know the imperial prince is collaborating with Arm. He once feared Adin, who had both Arm and the Indomitable Alliance on his side.


  But no more.


  Kanell returned his gaze back to its original spot and slowly lowered his head, until his forehead collided with the cold stone floor. Bam!


  His voice heavy with conviction, the chief answered, “Absolutely. We’ll get it done.”


  If he wanted to live, he couldn’t spout half-hearted responses like “We can do it” or “We’re capable of it.” He had to say something more emphatic than that.


  As Cale looked at the desperate dwarf chief, a frown flashed across his face before he hurriedly smoothed out his expression. Why is he overreacting? A simple “yes” would have sufficed, so why was Kanell knocking his forehead against the ground like his life depended on it? It seemed strange to Cale, but he decided it must have been the chief’s personal style and settled for putting his hand on the dwarf’s shoulder.


  Pat. The chill of that hand on his shoulder sent goosebumps crawling over Chief Kanell’s skin. Before those goosebumps could dissipate, Cale’s dispassionate voice reached his ears.


  “I feel your will to live. Work hard.”


  The dwarf gnawed at his lip. I knew it. My will to survive isn’t enough.


  A firebird… Though he didn’t understand exactly what the commander was asking for, he felt as if their survival depended on making it.


  I need to save my people, even if we end up being enslaved again.


  The commander’s voice rang out again. “You may have been our enemies, but the wings you Flame Dwarves made were astounding.”


  The chief flinched and slowly raised his head, meeting Cale’s eyes anew. Our wings? Did he call them “astounding”…?


  “We will dominate the battlefield’s sky,” Cale said, and everyone listened in silence. “I look forward to seeing the Flame Dwarves make real wings this time.”


  With those words hanging in the air, Cale’s hand left the chief’s shoulder. His voice echoed in the dwarves’ minds. He hadn’t ordered them into binds or lay claim to their futures; he’d only asked if they wanted to live and told them what they needed to craft.


  Was that the reason? These two problems seared into Kanell’s mind as if he’d been branded with an iron. The chief didn’t need to look around at the other dwarves to know what was going through their minds. He focused on the commander’s departing back and asked, “All we need to do is build them?”


  That was something the Flame Dwarves had done their whole lives. They had carried on crafting under the oppression of the half-blood dragon and the rest of Arm, ignored by the other dwarf clans. Was that really the only thing they needed to do to survive?


  As one, the dwarves watched the commander go. Still strolling toward the door, he said, “Dwarves are the best craftsmen among the races.”


  The commander didn’t make promises like “I’ll let you live if you make them.” Yet his next comment made Chief Kanell clench his fists nonetheless.


  “I want to see the skills of true experts.”


  Experts were those who had reached the pinnacle of their specialty. Those who knew how to devote their lives to a single cause. This was what it meant to be referred to as such.


  Not slaves but experts.


  The Flame Dwarves’ chief climbed to his feet.


  Choi Han creaked open the sole door and Cale strode out, followed by Rosalyn and Mary. Once they exited, the soldiers, knights, and mages who had been standing outside walked back in, and the door slowly swung shut behind them.


  Screeeech. Bang!


  The Flame Dwarves kept their eyes on Cale’s retreating back until the door closed completely.


  Cale, on the other hand, didn’t have time for lingering glances. “Miss Rosalyn.”


  Rosalyn loosed a long sigh. “Yes?” Her gaze seemed to ask how he made such a bold move without telling them in advance.


  At her reaction, Cale cleared his throat and took a document out of his pocket. “This describes the information about the firebird,” he told her and Mary. “I just put what I had in mind into words, so I’ll leave this task to the two of you.”


  Oh. Rosalyn held back a gasp, glancing at Choi Han. It isn’t like him to prep documentation ahead of time.


  Noticing Rosalyn’s gaze on him, Choi Han only offered a wordless smile. She took that as confirmation that something must have changed. With a shrug, she resumed speaking to Cale. “I have a lot of things to do, so I need to be on my way now. I have things to wrap up with Witira too.”


  Mary sidled up next to Rosalyn and added, “I’ll be heading out as well, Lord Cale. I will be busy trying to create this firebird.”


  Cale had no further business with them, so he saw them off with a lazy wave, then set off at a brisk pace. While Mary and Rosalyn headed out of the dungeon, Cale moved in the opposite direction, going deeper inside. His destination was the underground prison, which housed the worst criminals in Castle Blanc.


  He paced through a corridor lined with multiple cells. The iron bars were clearly visible, as were the chained individuals within. This large section of the underground prison was packed to capacity.


  Primal growls bounced off the walls. Cale put on a twisted smile as he regarded the prisoners glaring at him in the darkness, untouched by the torchlight. Their glares couldn’t hold him back.


  Finally, he reached the cell at the farthest section of the underground prison, at the very end of the corridor. As he approached the door, Cale lifted his leg and aimed a ruthless kick at the iron bars. Bang! His actions seemed thuggish, but only the prisoners, Choi Han, and the invisible Raon were there to witness it. The warden and the guards were waiting outside.


  “What do you want?” The voice of the individual chained to the wall in this last cell came out cracked and dry. Cale could make out the form of the bear leader staring at him from within the shadows. Brek and Rowoon didn’t torture their prisoners, but they had chained the enemy commander to deter him from plotting an escape.


  They said he was a mid-rank officer, right? Cale had heard that the one who led the Bear Tribe at Death Canyon was at that level. He thought back to what Rosalyn told him when she shared what she’d learned from the northern kingdoms.


  “The Bear Tribe is supposedly ruled by a king. The northern kingdoms have never seen him, but the officers who lead the tribe under the king’s authority are organized by rank.”


  “Grrr…”


  Cale sighed at the snarls he heard from many of the cells, which came from the imprisoned bears. And while it seemed as if the bears were trying to assert that they were still strong and fierce, Cale thought they sounded like the cries of frightened animals.


  He spoke to the mid-rank officer, who led the bears, in his cell. “Did you think shrewd bears like you would look like warriors just by pretending?”


  The crying immediately stopped. A shrewd tribe—that was how other beastfolk referred to the bears.


  Cale looked at the officer before addressing all the bears. “When I asked Chief Kanell if he wanted to live, he knelt before me and banged his forehead on the ground.”


  The bear officer’s eyes widened. Kanell was the chief of the Flame Dwarves, whom the bears had disparaged. To think that chief had supposedly knelt in front of Cale, probably begging for his life.


  “I gave the Flame Dwarves a task,” Cale said.


  The atmosphere around the bears shifted, and their heads spun. The Flame Dwarves earned an opportunity. A chance at survival. It was natural for the bears to think that way, but Cale had never promised the dwarves anything; he’d merely given them an order.


  Noting the change in mood, Cale boldly continued, “It looks like your king has chosen to cast you aside.”


  The bears didn’t show much of a reaction to that statement. Especially not the officer.


  He would only lose out. The bears’ strength came from their great numbers. From what the bear officer knew of the king, he wouldn’t risk a loss by coming to Death Canyon to rescue them. His only priorities were land for the bears to live on and a kingdom to rule. For this reason, the shrewd bears didn’t expect any help from their kin.


  Cale knew all this as well as they did. But the fact that they didn’t expect to be rescued didn’t mean they wanted to die. These wily bastards knew better than anybody else that dying here and now would be meaningless; they were profoundly aware that they couldn’t let things end this way.


  With this in mind, Cale asked them a question. “But if you think about it…since when have bears been faithful? Since when have bears been loyal?”


  Cale approached the iron bars. Tap. Tap. Pressing his face close to the bars, he observed the chained bear officer inside. “You aren’t the Wolf Tribe or the Lion Tribe.”


  They weren’t the wolves, who would sacrifice themselves for their pack and family, nor were they the arrogant Lion Tribe, fixated on their pride.


  From his place in the darkness, the bear officer could clearly see Cale, illuminated by the glow of a torch. He could also see the swordmaster behind Cale.


  “You’re the Bear Tribe,” Cale said. “Act on your instincts.”


  The officer’s lips quirked up in a smile. He wasn’t a wolf or a lion. He was a bear. Their tribe boasted the highest population among the beastfolk because they were both strong and clever—and Cale was telling them to obey those instincts.


  The officer’s dry voice echoed inside the underground prison. “What will happen if we do?”


  “I guess you’ll find out soon enough.”


  The bear barked out a laugh. “Soon, eh?” he mumbled to himself. Cale had said that they would find out shortly, meaning the bears would soon have a chance at survival.


  No, that’s not really what this is. This human wouldn’t let us off just like that.


  The bear officer’s thoughts were spot-on: Cale didn’t plan to set them loose. But it was true that things would change.


  As Cale stepped away from the bars and turned to leave, the bear said with deference, “I’ll be waiting for you, sir. And I’ll listen to my instincts until then.”


  Cale flashed him a smile, then made his way out of the dungeon. The growling he’d heard when he first entered had stopped, and he got a good look at the bears’ eyes. They were obviously thinking hard about how they could ensure their survival.


  He would put them to use.


  Choi Han had been quiet the whole time, but once they exited the underground prison, he asked, “Will the bears end up being the bait, sir?”


  Instead of answering Choi Han’s question, Cale remarked, “You’re inconspicuously smart.” They were on the same wavelength.


  ‹Human! They’re too big to be bait! The bears are huge!›


  Cale shook his head at Raon’s comment. It was precisely because the bears were huge that they would make for excellent bait. Their size would make them easily visible—suitable lures to catch the Bear King’s eye.


  “Where are we headed to now, Mr. Cale?”


  Cale again declined to respond, addressing Raon instead. “Raon, dye magic.”


  ‹Are we gonna go see that idiot Tunka now?!›


  Indeed, it was time to meet with Tunka in the Kingdom of the Whipper.


   


  ***


   


  “Hello. How have you been?”


  Tunka’s tone caught Cale off guard. He had just arrived at the palace in the Kingdom of the Whipper, which Tunka was using as a base of operations. Cale dropped the hood of his robe, which hid the priestly disguise underneath, only to see that Tunka had gotten even bulkier. The barbarian’s expression gave him pause, though.


  ‹Human! Tunka seems touched!›


  Exactly.


  When Cale saw Tunka standing outside the teleportation circle with a sappy look on his face, he couldn’t smother a stab of anxiety. It was strange enough to see someone who was built like a house looking so vulnerable, let alone how much Tunka had cleaned up. He was dressed like a bona fide commander, his demeanor more refined.


  Tunka peeled away from his subordinates to speak to Cale. “You really came alone.”


  I didn’t, though? Tunka’s blatantly untrue statement baffled Cale further. Choi Han was behind him, not to mention the invisible dragon, and there were more people on the way too.


  Tunka simply went on, “You were the first to rush over as soon as that imperial asshole and his Empire declared war on us.”


  The jungle was planning on invading the Empire right away, but I told them to hold back.


  Tunka’s scowl and the way he referred to Adin told Cale that he was still the same on the inside. His disgusted look soon disappeared, replaced by a smile so bright that it made him look foolish.


  Beaming like the main character of a children’s cartoon, he happily exclaimed, “Thank you! As expected of my best buddy!”


  What in the world was going on?


  “You seem to be mistaken about something,” Cale said honestly.


  “Psh.” With a smirk, Tunka replied, “No need to be embarrassed.” His eyes shone with emotion.


  Cale was flabbergasted. No, I don’t think that’s what this is. I’m not embarrassed at all.


  ‹Human! Tunka seems to have become a slightly—veeery slightly—better person! He can tell you’re a good guy who gets shy really easily!›


  Yes, Cale was utterly flabbergasted.


  His consternation aside, Cale had a peculiar feeling. He couldn’t see the man who was practically Tunka’s shadow. “Where’s Chief Officer Herol?”


  Herol Cordien, the madman born from the unfortunate union of the Magic Tower’s master and a Whipper native. He was a calm yet twisted scoundrel who hated mages and wanted to rid the world of magic.


  That guy makes Clope seem tame. Even though Cale and Choi Han had arrived, he was nowhere to be found.


  To avoid the eyes of Whipper’s magic-averse population, a teleportation circle had been set up in secret in the royal palace’s basement. Since it was used by members of the royal family and the kingdom’s leaders, the space was kept under close supervision. Tunka, his subordinates, and the mages dispatched by Rowoon were the only people present. Still, Herol Cordien was the one in command of military operations and everything related to the war. Why wasn’t he there with them? It didn’t make sense.


  Looks like something’s up. Cale realized that something must have happened in the Kingdom of the Whipper.


  Tunka frowned, perhaps noticing the look in Cale’s eyes. The combination of Tunka’s burly build and his fierce looks made his grimacing face even scarier. Taking stock of the barbarian’s expression, Cale found himself thinking, If he fought with that face, all the Empire’s knights would be petrified.


  In contrast to his fearsome visage, Tunka looked to his subordinates with a soft sigh. “Follow me. I’ll take you to him.” He turned around and moved toward the door.


  Behind him, Cale asked, “What’s the problem?”


  Tunka hesitated before opening his mouth. This was something Herol was supposed to discuss with Cale, but it wouldn’t make a difference if Cale found out about it ahead of time. “After the imperial prince made his little speech, the Empire sent us a secret missive.”


  What? Adin secretly contacted the Kingdom of the Whipper?


  Cale had been busy meeting with the dwarves and the bears after Adin’s speech, among other preparations, so this was news to him. He frowned. Why would the jerks who declared war on Whipper suddenly send them a covert message?


  The door opened with a creak. Tunka couldn’t look at Cale or his subordinates, instead focusing straight ahead as he stepped out. “The Empire made us a proposal,” he replied.


  Tunka was angry and frustrated at the moment. He recalled the days when he would simply smash everything in his way to pieces and run off without a backward glance. Things were easier then. Unfortunately, his current position meant that he couldn’t act the way he did in the past.


  Tamping down his dissatisfaction, Tunka filled Cale in on the situation. “The Empire stated that because they love peace, we should surrender Myple Castle if we don’t want to see everyone in the Kingdom of the Whipper die.”


  Ha! Cale couldn’t believe it.


  The Mogor Empire’s prince had instilled a sense of pride in his people by stating that they would fight a fair and just war. Yet while he played the role of the proud and noble ruler in public, he was bandying bargains and ultimatums behind the scenes.


  Was that really a bad thing, though?


  Not at all. In fact, he’s doing quite well.


  War meant bloodshed. People would die. Under the circumstances, it was a clever move for the Empire to demand the return of Myple Castle via threats, conciliation, or any other means outside of war. Perhaps they were wise to make use of their advantageous position.


  Plus, Tunka and his people are known as loners.


  The Kingdom of the Whipper was comprised of the Western Continent’s outcasts, which made it easier for the Empire to covertly pressure them. As such, Cale couldn’t help but regard Adin with a wary eye.


  If Crown Prince Albert of Rowoon were in Adin’s place, he wouldn’t behave as the imperial prince had. Albert keeps his promises to his people. If he told the people that they would be fighting fairly, then he would see it done. This was why Cale considered Albert so similar to and yet so different from himself—and it was what ultimately set Adin apart from Albert despite their parallels.


  From another perspective, Adin’s resemblance to Albert meant that he was a bit like Cale as well. That thought made Cale feel uncomfortable with the imperial prince.


  Staring at Tunka’s back, he prompted, “And?”


  He was sure the Empire’s demands didn’t end with Myple Castle’s return. They wouldn’t be satisfied with that alone; the Empire’s pride and ambition wouldn’t allow them to stop at one castle. After all, if it were that straightforward, why would Tunka be talking with such a sense of weariness and concern in his tone?


  With a wry chuckle, Tunka answered Cale’s question: “They want a hundred thousand people from Whipper every year for eighty years.”


  “Huh?”


  They want what now? This time, even Cale struggled to grasp it right away. An idea came to mind, but it was difficult for him to judge its veracity.


  “Herol will explain it to you. Come with me.”


  Tunka walked out the door. Filled with a sense of foreboding, Cale followed suit.


  A hundred thousand people from Whipper every year for that long? Why does something tell me they’re looking for an eight-decade supply of slaves?


  “Let’s get to Herol quickly,” Cale said firmly as he trailed out of the basement after Tunka.


  Meeting with Chief Officer Herol was now his top priority.


   


  ***


   


  Following Tunka out the door, he looked around Whipper’s central palace. It looks more extravagant than Rowoon’s. But unlike its sparkling exterior, the inside of the palace presented a completely different impression.


  It’s empty. There weren’t many people around to begin with, and those who came and went didn’t look happy.


  Disguised as a priest, Cale scrutinized the royal palace—the core of the kingdom—and took note of the prevailing atmosphere.


  The fight hasn’t even started, but there’s already a sense of defeat all around.


  Why was it like this? Although Cale couldn’t judge the soldiers’ and warriors’ morale in their absence, he noticed that the government officials, knights, and guards inside all radiated an air of hopelessness.


  ‹Human, it feels like we already lost! Why the long faces on everybody?›


  That’s what I’m saying. Cale likewise felt that something was off.


  He glanced sidelong at Choi Han. Hidden beneath a robe, Choi Han was also scanning their surroundings. It was probably his first time witnessing this kind of atmosphere. There was an undercurrent in the castle that made everything seem like it was limp and sinking.


  With that ambience in mind, Cale addressed Tunka, who was in front of him. “How many people know about that correspondence?”


  “Outside of our group, two or three people.”


  By “our group,” he meant the original members of their anti-mage faction; namely, his close subordinates.


  It clicked for Cale then. Aha! Those people passing us by with a despairing air aren’t part of Tunka’s group.


  “It doesn’t seem like many of the people here belong to that category,” Cale said.


  Tunka paused, then answered, “That’s right. As I thought, you’re real sharp.”


  Sharp? It was obvious.


  Only then did Cale see all the passersby shooting furtive glances at Tunka. Their gazes held a mixture of discontent, dread, and fear.


  “This is the royal family’s home,” Tunka continued.


  The Kingdom of the Whipper was still ruled by a monarchy. While Tunka and the anti-mage faction had emerged as influential figures in the kingdom after tearing down the Magic Tower, the royal family was unchanged, as were their noble supporters and the government officials.


  Cale had arrived at the innermost section of the central palace before he even realized it. This place was clearly recognizable as Tunka’s domain. Rather than the officials and bystanders they’d passed, familiar warriors thronged this part of the building.


  “This is the operations room,” Tunka announced, standing in front of the room in question.


  The tribal warriors stationed on both sides of the door glanced at Tunka.


  “What?”


  “Commander, it’s just…”


  One of the warriors looked at Cale and hesitated, unable to answer. When Tunka saw this, he knitted his brows and shoved the door open. Clack! He was still the same hot-tempered, unwavering Tunka. Thanks to him, Cale could hear the conversation beyond.


  “Chief Officer Herol, why are you rejecting the Empire’s offer?” came an unfamiliar voice.


  Tunka stopped in front of the doorway. Through the open door, Cale saw Chief Officer Herol and his advisors arguing with someone who was wearing a crown and surrounded by knights. The person with the crown—the one who had just spoken—was the king of Whipper.


  Cale reviewed what he knew about the Kingdom of the Whipper. The natives had been used as guinea pigs in the Magic Tower’s experiments, and the kingdom’s citizens had been heavily taxed and treated as slaves. All the while, the royal family had quietly watched from the sidelines, reaping the benefits provided by the mage faction. The magic items produced by the continent’s sole Magic Tower had made the Kingdom of the Whipper rich. Unlike the kingdom’s impoverished citizens, the royal family lived more affluent lives than ever before.


  The king, whose power extended past the palace and all throughout the realm, actually flinched when he spotted Tunka. Yet he quickly whipped his head away to round on Herol again.


  “Chief Officer Herol! Say something!” he demanded.


  While the royals hadn’t intervened in the mages’ operations, they also hadn’t suppressed the anti-mage faction when it appeared. For that reason, the anti-mage faction had kept the royal family intact after dismantling the Magic Tower.


  The king never stepped in to manage his kingdom’s affairs, but when he learned of the Empire’s impending invasion, he couldn’t stay silent. “We are finished if the Empire attacks us!” he shouted in desperation.


  “We,” he says. At that assertion, Chief Herol had to bite his lip to prevent himself from scoffing. The “we” the king spoke of meant the royal family and the powerful elites at his disposal; the people of the Kingdom of the Whipper weren’t included. Herol was more certain of that fact than anyone else.


  The king and the royal faction wanted to accept the Empire’s offer.


  Though he was aware of Tunka and Cale’s party, Herol kept his eyes on the king. “The Empire doesn’t merely want Myple Castle, Your Majesty. Didn’t they make another demand in that missive?”


  With a single glance at Cale, Herol went on to recite the Empire’s proposal: “‘Myple Castle must be returned, along with a portion of the Kingdom of the Whipper’s land in the region. Additionally, the Kingdom of the Whipper must provide free manpower to repair the recently devastated Myple Castle and develop the surrounding area, including the aforementioned portion of land that will be given to the Empire.’”


  Cale swallowed hard. Herol wasn’t finished, however.


  “‘This workforce, numbering one hundred thousand people, shall be comprised solely of the Kingdom of the Whipper’s citizens, and the Kingdom of the Whipper must fulfill this quota annually for eighty years hence to promote the development of the land.’”


  Cale closed his eyes.


  Raon’s voice echoed in his head. ‹Human! Isn’t that pretty much saying the Kingdom of the Whipper’s citizens will do all the work while the Empire reaps all the benefits?›


  Absolutely.


  By demanding that they annually provide a hundred thousand able-bodied people each year for unpaid labor, the Empire was essentially telling Whipper to condemn its own people to slavery for eight decades—and in droves.


  Herol spoke up again. “Don’t you understand what this means, Your Majesty?”


  The king jolted, but he schooled his expression as he prepared his retort. He had steeled himself before coming to see Tunka and Herol—though, of course, he was only able to do this because he was confident they wouldn’t kill their own king anytime soon.


  “I support the anti-mage faction,” he declared, calm and dignified. Then his face went taut. “I would accept the Empire’s offer.”


  Herol’s jaw clenched. We should have killed him when we had the chance!


  They had kept the king alive because they didn’t want to plunge the kingdom into further disarray, but Herol found himself wishing they had ended him when they tore down the Magic Tower. Now that the opportune moment has passed, they couldn’t dispose of the king so carelessly. If they revolted and committed regicide on the eve of war, Whipper’s people would be shaken at a time when they needed to come together and fight the Empire.


  Biting back his anger, he said, “Your Majesty, no matter how you look at it, sending a hundred thousand people for free labor is essentially condemning them to slavery. Isn’t that so?”


  “Slavery?!” the king cried, astonished. “Isn’t the Empire simply requesting a temporary labor force? If we just accept their offer, we can live.”


  Ha! Herol was stunned. Eighty years is “temporary”? And you say that doesn’t make them slaves? The king was fully cognizant of the Empire’s intentions, yet he feigned ignorance. Even when the mage faction and the anti-mage faction had been locked in a power struggle, the king played dumb and cared only for saving his own skin.


  Herol found him despicable. He couldn’t help but raise his voice. “Your Majesty, where will you find all those people?!”


  Exactly who was he planning to sell into slavery for the Empire?


  The king answered Herol’s shout at once. “There are plenty to choose from!”


  Plenty?! Herol’s face contorted with rage.


  Nevertheless, the king confidently went on, “It’s not like the anti-mage faction, the natives, or the nobles are going. Aren’t there many proud Whipper citizens outside the palace who would work in the Empire?”


  Cale stifled a sigh. In the end, if it was only the everyday citizens who were enslaved—not the royal family or the anti-mage faction—the king didn’t see the issue.


  The king spoke with conviction. “There will be no war, and nobody will die. Isn’t that quite a peaceful solution? If the Empire truly invades our country, we’re done for!”


  Cale glowered at the king, who was probably solely concerned with his own life. Previously, when Tunka marched on the Empire’s territory, the king had an excuse. He could simply tell the Empire that he was too afraid of Tunka to make a move. This time, the situation was different—it was the Empire looking to invade.


  As Cale stared at this ruler, who would willingly sacrifice a hundred thousand people for eighty years straight in order to save his own hide, he caught sight of Tunka’s fists trembling with anger. Tunka held his tongue, but his fury was palpable.


  Then Herol spoke again. “Are you unaware of why people supported our faction in the fight against the mages?” His eyes were ice cold. He’d led the anti-mage faction because he wanted to rid the world of mages, but he also understood the hearts of those who had supported him. “It was hard to make ends meet. That’s why they followed us.”


  Growing louder again, he pressed, “Are you truly ignorant of how much the mages oppressed your citizens? Do you know how many people died after being dragged to the Magic Tower and forced into their experiments?”


  The king cowered, but with a quick look at the silent Tunka, he resumed his argument. “Even so, if we accept the Empire’s offer, we can all live! If war breaks out, we might all die! You can’t think of the Empire as the same foe you faced at Myple Castle! The real Empire is truly frightening!”


  Herol had attempted to be civil thus far, but now he roared, “The quality of life matters just as much!”


  Even under the Magic Tower’s control, people survived—but that couldn’t truly be called living.


  Why did the Kingdom of the Whipper—no, Tunka and Herol—decide to participate in the alliance of four realms and one tribe’s quest to get rid of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower? It wasn’t only because of their conflict with the Empire. It was because the Magic Tower and the Bell Tower were so similar.


  “How is being a slave truly living?” Herol’s voice rang out. “They may be alive, Your Majesty, but that isn’t really life!”


  The sight of Herol glaring at him angered the king. Even if he was essentially a powerless figurehead, he was of noble blood. The chief officer was not. “Are you trying to provoke me, Chief Officer Herol? Out of consideration for all of you, I said that the natives and the anti-mage faction wouldn’t be sent away! Isn’t that enough? We won’t get hurt, the kingdom will be peaceful, and everything will work out for the best for everyone!”


  Oh boy. Cale worked to suppress his revulsion. From his position right behind Tunka, he could still see the tremor in Tunka’s clenched fists. Yet even so, Tunka didn’t burst out in anger; he was restraining himself.


  Seeing as much, Cale came to understand something. Why did Tunka welcome him so warmly when he came to their aid? Was it merely because the time to fight was approaching? No, Tunka was moved by the fact that Cale had come to help the kingdom.


  This bastard is starting to think about the safety and prosperity of his country. Although he was still clumsy and stupid, this barbarian—who only knew how to look straight ahead and fight—was beginning to comprehend the responsibilities of ruling a nation.


  Jeez. Cale held back a smile.


  Tunka was supposed to be a guy who knew nothing but violence. He should’ve continued to wage war until the Kingdom of the Whipper, the anti-mage faction, and he himself perished. How did his fate from Birth of a Hero veer so far off-course?


  This time around, Tunka had remained in the kingdom and witnessed how the people lived. He saw the way Cale, who masqueraded as a priest, treated the soldiers and how grateful they were for the assistance. As leader, Tunka got to experience many aspects of life beyond war and power, and he began to understand the hearts of those who followed him along the way.


  Still standing behind him, Cale whispered, “Tunka.”


  Tunka was startled at the sound of his name. For all his changes, Cale thought, Tunka was ultimately the same guy he was when they first met—the man who introduced himself as Bob.


  In a hushed voice that only those near him, like Tunka and Choi Han, could hear, Cale said, “Just go with what your temper tells you.”


  Tunka faltered for a moment, then Cale’s voice came from behind him once again. “We’ve got your back.”


  Ha. Tunka grinned in spite of himself, and his face brightened. Although fury still blazed in his eyes, his self-repression was gone.


  Tunka raised his fist.


  Bang! The door splintered as Tunka’s fist slammed into it.


  The king looked at Tunka with an unconscious gulp. “C-Commander…”


  Tunka regarded the king and the royal knights surrounding him. “Shut up.”


  Ah, the reckless Tunka was back. Cale was impressed. Tunka was probably the only person who could look down on a king and speak to him so rudely.


  While the king grimaced at the sight, the knights reached for the hilts of their swords. Thinking about how much calmer Tunka had been as of late, the king shouted, “H-how dare you speak to me that way! Commander, are you—”


  “Fighting wars is my job.” Tunka stomped toward the king, ignoring his tirade.


  Cale watched as he advanced. He had never liked Tunka; the man’s disposition and actions didn’t mesh well with his own. But now Tunka seemed to understand the value of life. Time passed for Tunka just as it did for Cale, and it had changed him a little. He had grown.


  Approaching the king, Tunka continued, “We’ll win this war. You just sit tight and think about your own self-preservation, like you always have.”


  Today, for the first time, Cale liked how Tunka was acting. When it came to leaders, the world needed more than people like Adin or Albert. Thanks to leaders like Tunka, even the weak and crazed—like the anti-mage faction—could clinch victory for themselves.


  When tyrants acted like tyrants, they were bound to show their strength. And if Tunka was a tyrant who also thought about his people… It wouldn’t be too bad.


  Shiiing! The knights drew their swords, pointing the blades at Tunka’s neck. They couldn’t compete with his raw power, so all they could do was brandish their weapons.


  Tunka didn’t fear their blades. He drew closer to the king, a trickle of blood dripping from his throat where he’d been pricked. Unheeding, he walked toward the king without hesitation.


  “Commander!” the king cried out, but Tunka only scowled back from the ring of swords.


  “I’ve never lost a war,” Tunka snapped. He hadn’t lost to the mages or to the Empire at Myple Castle. Not once had he experienced the taste of defeat. He had no intention of accepting the Empire’s offer.


  Tunka was reminded that Cale and Choi Han stood behind him. He had always fought while focusing on what was in front of him, but for the first time, he felt a sense of reassurance at having someone at his back.


  Thus bolstered, Tunka fixed the king with a fierce glare and declared in a wrathful voice, “So piss off, coward.”


  Cale watched him with a grin.


  Naturally, the king couldn’t contain his indignation. “Y-you dare to speak that way to me?!” he said, body quivering. Yet all he could do was gape at Tunka—partly because he was weak, and partly because he couldn’t order the knights to attack.


  The Kingdom of the Whipper was in a peculiar state. The king only had his title, while all aspects of government and administration fell to the military. Tunka was the supporting pillar of the military and the public. That being the case, even the knights guarding the king didn’t dare act rashly toward Tunka. They had only joined the royal faction to save their own lives and preserve their benefits; although they raised their swords out of loyalty, they would never actually attack.


  The king was all too aware of that. As a result, he could only glare at Tunka, livid. “You…!”


  Yet Tunka’s eyes reflected even greater anger as he stared the king down. “Yeah, me. I don’t have anyone above or below me. Killing strong people is my hobby.”


  Tunka knew himself well, and that knowledge empowered him to lead the way no matter where he was. He fought in the vanguard and killed those who smelled the strongest. There were times when he had been humbled by formidable foes, of course, but his enemies eventually wound up avoiding him. He didn’t know whether that was out of fear or annoyance, but either way, they gave him a wide berth—that was the important part.


  The king, a man willing to surrender if it meant he’d scrape by, felt like prey as Tunka loomed over him. He, too, had avoided Tunka in the past. He told himself that he did so because Tunka was stupidly strong and wild, but in truth, it was because he was afraid.


  The king looked at the floor to evade Tunka’s gaze, but Tunka’s voice still rang in his ears. “If you want to live, just think about how we’re going to achieve victory.”


  If you want to live. The king gulped at those words, his body vibrating with resentment and distress.


  One of the royal knights chose that moment to speak up: the captain of the royal guard. “If you’ve finished delivering your message, Your Majesty, what do you think about moving elsewhere?”


  When Tunka’s eyes flicked toward him, the knight captain cringed. This was a man who hadn’t achieved his rank with his own might. In a country like Whipper, where magic had developed at an abnormal rate, knights were weaker. The mages had obstructed the growth of skilled knights out of a desire to maintain their dominance. Accordingly, the kingdom’s “knights” were generally people who gained their positions through political sway or had a talent for sucking up to authority rather than their combat prowess.


  “Ahem… Commander, why don’t you complete your tasks in peace as well?”


  Tunka stared at the knight captain and the king before he turned around and walked to Herol’s side. He was obviously ignoring them.


  “You little—”


  “Your Majesty,” the knight captain coaxed the king, motioning with his eyes that they should leave.


  Taking a deep breath, the king stepped away from Tunka and moved toward the door, but his gaze lingered on the Empire’s missive in Herol’s hand. He could respond to the Empire himself if he took that away, but all important documents were in Tunka’s keeping.


  In the end, the king expelled one last outraged shout before he departed the operations room. “You foolish barbarians! You can’t even see that I was giving you a way to live!”


  Cale hummed as he watched the king and the knights exit the scene without so much as a glance in his direction. As for why he was silent, his mind was buzzing with Raon’s ramblings.


  ‹Human! I dunno why, but I don’t like that punk of a king! A hundred thousand people are enough to beat the Empire if he goes to war with them! But a hundred thousand people for eighty years?! That king doesn’t even know how to do basic math! As expected, he’s not as smart as the great and mighty me!›


  He’s chatty today. Raon wasn’t fond of this king whatsoever. Cale, on the other hand, thought there were always guys like that no matter where you went. It’s just the way the world works. Even in Korea—no, even on Earth—people did far worse for the sake of their own survival when the world descended into chaos. And was it only the people in power who did such things? Not at all. In fact, most people behaved the same way at first.


  The year after Cale—or rather, Kim Roksu—took his college entrance exams, he was working part-time at a restaurant when violent upheaval struck without warning. People snubbed one another in a fit to survive. Yet some were willing to help others and struggle together instead of trampling one another. The world came together in mutual support, and balance was restored more quickly than expected.


  Someone once said that the world would go to hell in the event of an apocalypse. Hell was reviled by all, and while people flailed about seeking every possible means to avoid it, they realized something in the process: It was difficult to do it alone. They needed each other. That truth brought the people back together to return to a bearable world.


  Cale’s gaze shifted back to Tunka and Herol. Having observed Whipper’s king, he felt that the best thing to do was ignore such trash. That didn’t mean he was content with the way the king operated, however.


  Just as he had been as Kim Roksu, Cale was someone who wanted to turn this world into a decent place to live. One might be able to live happily in hell all by themselves, but they would be lonely.


  Yeah… Spending your days blowing money as a lazy slacker is the best way to live.


  Thinking as much, Cale saw Tunka and Herol a bit differently. There was the simple-minded, straightforward Tunka. Then there was Herol, who carried a weird vibe about him that made Cale think he was even crazier than Clope. These two bastards had bloodshot eyes from trying to maintain this world of theirs in Whipper. It felt like a revelation and a familiar notion all at once.


  Raon’s voice resounded in Cale’s head. ‹Hey, human! We should loot that king bastard’s safe! Let’s wring him dry!›


  Cale groaned at the six-year-old dragon’s suggestion. He couldn’t go along with it, but he was tempted.


  Meanwhile, the others had their eyes on Cale.


  Herol’s gaze clouded. He had shown something so disgraceful to the man who had stealthily come to help Whipper in his priestly disguise. No, it was more than disgraceful—it was the worst possible welcome he could have offered Cale.


  While Herol and the other officers in the operations room held their tongues, unsure what to do, Tunka approached Cale again. He remembered what Cale had told him earlier: “We’ve got your back.”


  With those words in mind, Tunka began, “When the Empire made us that offer—”


  “Hold on.” Cale raised his hand and stopped Tunka mid-sentence. The officers looked downright dejected, as if they’d expected this response. “How can we speak in secret after you broke the door? Is there a quiet place where we can talk?”


  Only then did they all look at the door that Tunka had pulverized. “Oh.” The guards standing there hardly knew what to do with themselves.


  Herol stepped up and said, “I’ll lead you somewhere else.”


  Cale nodded. “I wish to speak only to you and Commander Tunka.”


  “Fine.”


  With Tunka’s immediate agreement, they moved to a more secure location.


   


  ***


   


  Cale handed a teacup to Choi Han, who stood there stiffly, before picking up another for himself. “Do you think the Empire wants Whipper to accept that offer?” he asked.


  His question was directed at Tunka, but Herol responded instead. “No. I believe they sent the communique knowing we would reject it.”


  Who would willingly surrender and serve up a hundred thousand people as slaves? The Empire knew Tunka wouldn’t stand for it, with his belligerent personality.


  Herol’s gaze turned chilly. “I believe the Empire wanted to goad us into a reckless attack.” He turned to Tunka, who bobbed his head in agreement. Then Herol asked Cale a question of his own. “I presume the Empire wants the entire kingdom, not just Myple Castle?”


  Cale took a sip of tea. He could see his magically dyed white hair and blue eyes reflected in the liquid. “Of course,” he said placidly.


  As Cale put his teacup down with a clink, Herol’s expression darkened.


  The Kingdom of the Whipper’s officers hailed from the anti-mage faction, mainly consisting of young scholars who were well versed in areas other than magic. Herol voiced the conclusion they had reached. “And Rowoon can’t assist the Kingdom of the Whipper openly?”


  If Rowoon supported Whipper in an official capacity, they would make an enemy of the Mogor Empire. Rowoon was currently playing at friendship with the Empire while plotting the Bell Tower’s downfall. Since the Kingdom of the Whipper belonged to the alliance, they knew this already, but Herol still had to ask. They needed Rowoon’s strength.


  Unruffled, Cale replied, “That’s right. None of Rowoon’s forces will reveal themselves during this battle.”


  “Does that include Choi Han and the necromancer?”


  “Yes.”


  Herol closed his eyes. Cale didn’t budge on this point, however. If we want Rowoon to become the Mogor Empire’s new sponsor, we can’t rile up the imperial citizens right now.


  Unaware of any of the sketchy things their Empire had done, the general public would despise Rowoon if they saw the kingdom helping Whipper in this war. That single conflict would wipe away all the goodwill Cale had built up through the bombing at the Sun Palace and the event of his receiving the Mogor Medal of Honor.


  Thus, Rowoon didn’t plan to send anyone to Whipper’s aid without justification—unless they were in disguise, anyway.


  Herol opened his eyes again. Seeing that Cale wasn’t ready to compromise, he went on, “Furthermore, the jungle isn’t going to fight at Myple Castle but will move independently instead?”


  “Correct. The jungle means to strike the Empire separately.”


  Neither Rowoon nor the jungle, which bordered the Kingdom of the Whipper, could participate in the battle for Myple Castle. The four realms and one tribe had every intention of providing supplies and food, but…


  We don’t have enough strong fighters, and our battle forces are low in number.


  Having reaffirmed all of this information, Herol regarded Cale again. Even in such a situation, Cale had still come to see them—appearing not in his capacity as commander but on his own initiative. He was here to help them, but the officers couldn’t yet figure out how.


  “Then I suppose we won’t be able to see your shield, the tidal wave, or the stone spears you used during the battle at Death Canyon,” Herol pressed.


  Some of Cale’s Ancient Powers had become famous following the clash with the Indomitable Alliance. In addition to the well-known Unbreakable Shield he had wielded throughout the war, there was the Fire-Suppressing Water that appeared in the battle against the half-blood dragon. The unbelievable story about the stone spears was spreading as well. That was why the anti-mage faction had welcomed Cale’s assistance.


  Herol still needed clarification. His framing of it as a statement rather than a direct question had been deliberate.


  “You will not. I need to hide my identity too.”


  “I see.”


  If Rowoon had to hide its involvement, it was only natural that Cale would do the same. He was Rowoon’s most recognizable hero at present.


  As Herol suppressed a sigh, Tunka piped up, “The fact that you’re even here is enough, Cale! You too, Choi Han.”


  Choi Han, who stood behind Cale, flinched and looked at Tunka. The same Tunka he’d beaten to a pulp one rainy day was now beaming at him with gratitude.


  “Chief Officer Herol, our tribespeople and soldiers are enough! We’ll get a boatload of potions and materials as support as well!” Tunka assured Herol in his usual boisterous voice.


  Herol shot his commander a questioning look. Tunka had matured a bit; he knew how to console someone now.


  Originally, Herol had chosen to serve Tunka because he believed Tunka could help him get his revenge by destroying the Magic Tower. Now, perhaps because they had fought side by side or because they shared the desire to save Whipper, Herol wanted to let Tunka shine as a commander.


  “I understand. Commander, I believe we will be victorious like last—”


  “By the way…”


  Herol snapped his mouth shut when Cale interrupted him. What was he trying to say?


  Openly curious, Cale said to the pair, “Why didn’t you ask about the pillars of fire in Death Canyon?”


  Those pillars of fire had played the most important role in preventing the Indomitable Alliance from destroying the canyon and crossing over. Cale honed in on Herol, who had omitted it from the discussion.


  Herol made a face. “Because we couldn’t be certain whether that was the work of Brek or Rowoon,” he replied.


  When it came to those pillars of fire, myriad hypotheses were circulating among the other kingdoms. They all felt confident that this wasn’t one of Cale’s abilities, but as long as both Brek and Rowoon kept quiet, they couldn’t know for sure who was responsible.


  Word on the street was that Brek was the most likely source. The last attack before the Flame Dwarves launched their magic bombs had been Rosalyn’s spell, and the mages from Brek had revealed their skills during the battle. These details had people believing that the pillars of fire were Brek’s creation.


  “It’s presumed that those pillars were created by Rosalyn and the mages of Brek,” Herol explained. “And while Brek may be our ally now, it’s still awkward to broach the subject.”


  The look on his face in that moment was difficult to describe. The Kingdom of the Whipper had ostracized the mages and destroyed the Magic Tower; it was hard for them to ask Brek’s mages for help. Additionally, they couldn’t openly request mage support from a foreign kingdom while many of Whipper’s people still hated mages. The use of magic scrolls or magic spells was already enough of a taboo.


  This was the greatest hurdle Whipper currently faced: the challenges that came with denouncing something. They didn’t have the leeway to be picky, but as a result of the previous war, the anti-mage faction held power in the Kingdom of the Whipper. They couldn’t go back on it now.


  Even so, Herol cautiously asked Cale, “Do you think we might be able to ask Brek to send some mages to help us?”


  A hundred thousand people for eighty years… That number crushed Herol. This bastard son, whose hatred of mages had nearly driven him mad, was turning to magic out of fear.


  “What are the coordinates of this place?” Cale asked abruptly.


  “Pardon me?”


  “Coordinates.”


  “Oh.” Herol was lost, as Cale’s question seemed completely unrelated, but he provided the coordinates.


  ‹I memorized it!› Raon announced. ‹I’ll tell them these coordinates! They’ll be here soon!›


  Just who was on the way?


  Upon hearing Raon’s response, Cale stood up and faced the pair. “Commander Tunka. Chief Officer Herol. Brek’s mages won’t get involved either.” Herol’s face paled, but Cale went on, “Do you remember the mages who weren’t involved in Whipper’s mage faction?”


  Herol genuinely couldn’t predict where this conversation was headed.


  “I don’t remember,” Tunka answered honestly. The kingdom’s mages had ceased to matter to him once the Magic Tower was destroyed.


  Herol, on the other hand, had never stopped caring about them. With a complicated expression, he replied, “There were quite a few mages in hiding who weren’t part of the mage faction. We were unable to capture most of them because they fled the kingdom after we destroyed the Magic Tower.”


  Cale shared one of the things he had discussed with Albert: “Many of them came to Rowoon, and we accepted them as citizens of our kingdom.” In truth, Albert had invited them, but Cale made it sound like they merely happened to escape to Rowoon.


  Herol kept his mouth shut. He had already figured that the fugitive mages would have gone to different kingdoms around the continent, and it wasn’t as if he could blame Rowoon for harboring them; the kingdom had already helped Whipper quite a bit. Besides, the one telling them this information was Cale.


  All things considered, Herol preferred not to address the issue at this moment. He didn’t want to invite conflict with Rowoon while war with the Empire was on their doorstep.


  “Let’s sweep this conversation under the rug for now, Lord Cale,” he said.


  That wasn’t what Cale wanted, though. “Unfortunately, I can’t do that.”


  “Excuse me?”


  Out of nowhere, the room started to shake. Herol, who was half a mage, stiffened and turned his head. Cale’s voice carried to his ears as he did so.


  “I invited someone who wanted to assist the Kingdom of the Whipper.”


  A bright light flashed, and a person appeared in the room.


  Herol’s chair toppled with a clunk as he jumped to his feet, tongue-tied. The person who had just teleported into the space offered him a friendly smile.


  “Long time no see,” Rosalyn said. She had arrived alone.


  As Herol and Tunka stood there in a daze, Cale moved to Rosalyn’s side. “Miss Rosalyn was kicked out of Brek’s royal family. She’s a free agent now, and she wishes to be hired as a mercenary by the Kingdom of the Whipper.”


  Herol inhaled sharply. The story of Rosalyn’s expulsion from the royal family was widely known.


  With a shrug, Rosalyn explained why she wanted to participate. “All my cohorts said they were coming to the Kingdom of the Whipper. As their leader, I chose to join them.”


  “Your…cohorts? And you’re the leader?”


  Cale spoke up to fill in the gaps for Herol. “The mages who are now citizens of Rowoon wish to participate in Whipper’s war.”


  Herol and Tunka immediately understood whom he meant. The Whipper mages who had been in hiding without joining the mage faction, then escaped to avoid the anti-mage faction, now belonged to Rowoon’s mage brigade.


  Cale shrugged and added, “His Highness, our crown prince, happily gave them some time off. All the mages decided they were going to spend that paid leave by going back home.”


  Rowoon would not participate in this war, but there were plenty of ways they could help from the shadows. Not all of the mages who hailed from the Kingdom of the Whipper had initially wished to return, but they seemed to understand the feelings of the anti-mage faction and the general public—most likely because many of them didn’t approve of how the mage faction ran things. In the end, they had the desire to help their homeland.


  “Rowoon also plans to supply those mages with magic stones so they can have some fun during their leave,” Cale went on.


  In other words, Rowoon would arm the mages with magic stones to support the upcoming battle at Myple Castle. Furthermore, Rosalyn, the commander of the mage brigade, was willing to lend her aid. In terms of identity and status, Rosalyn was the most powerful free agent available to fight on their side.


  Herol grimaced, his eyes wavering.


  Although they no longer had any connection to their former home, these expatriate mages were coming to save them. When the Kingdom of Whipper had no one to turn to, they offered a helping hand, ready to brave the danger and fight for a country whose citizens probably had nothing good to say about them.


  Jumbled, conflicting emotions filled Herol’s mind—though perhaps it was more of an issue for his heart than his head.


  A slow, villainous smile spread over Cale’s face. “Oh, and about those pillars of fire—you thought they were Brek’s doing, right?”


  Could it be that Rowoon made them? Herol’s eyes widened as the thought crossed his mind.


  Cale pointed at himself. “Actually, that was me.”


  “They belong not to Rowoon but to you personally, Lord Cale?”


  “Yep. And for reference, it’s alchemy, not magic.”


  Herol was dumbstruck. The white-haired Cale’s smirk dominated his vision. Then a sound from beside him snapped him out of his stupor, and he looked over.


  “Hee hee…”


  It was Tunka. His shoulders jerked up and down as he tried his best to suppress his mirth, but he couldn’t hold it in anymore. He threw his head back and roared with laughter.


  “Bwa ha ha ha ha ha ha!” Fixing his gaze on Cale, Tunka declared, “I’m not afraid. This war doesn’t scare me at all!”


  Cale’s smile broadened. This seemed more like the real Tunka: the crazed warrior who only cared about fighting. This madness of his struck fear into his enemies’ hearts.


  Tunka then confirmed something with Cale, eyes flashing. “I’m gonna chew the Empire up, got it?”


  “Don’t overdo it,” Cale shot back breezily.


  “Ha ha ha ha ha ha!”


  When Cale eyed him as if to ask what was so funny, Tunka cackled even harder.


  ‹Human! Tunka’s laughing like he’s back to his original self!›


  He sure is.


  Unlike Tunka, Herol wore a complicated expression…but Cale merely flashed him a gentle smile.
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