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Chapter 60:
What the Wind Swept In

 

CALE HENITUSE’S CHAIR creaked as he stood up. As he walked away from his meeting with Commander Tunka of the Kingdom of the Whipper, he asked, “When are we leaving?”

He was talking about their journey to Myple Castle, where the battle was to unfold.

“Tomorrow,” Tunka replied. “We’ll go after the king’s speech.”

The Empire had declared war. Whipper’s king had to respond with a speech to strengthen the morale of the soldiers and citizens, as well as to preserve his dignity. That would lessen the fear and uncertainty in everyone’s minds.

Cale nodded and stepped out of the room. “I’ll see you during the speech, then.”

Tomorrow, they would all head to the battlefield.

 

***

 

A spring breeze was blowing.

Cale’s companion, the black dragon Raon Mir, was shouting into his mind. ‹Human, human! I can see soldiers and warriors standing in the distance! It feels like we’re finally going to fight!›

Cale inhaled the scent of springtime as he headed to where the numerous Whipper forces had gathered. At present, he was in his priestly disguise.

“I’m not walking too fast, am I, Father?” asked the lieutenant colonel serving as his escort.

“Not at all,” came Cale’s gentle response. “It’s okay.”

The lieutenant colonel smiled. He looked at Cale and the white-robed priest behind him, then clenched his fist. Having seen Cale before, he cautiously referred back to their earlier meeting. “I saw you at the battle of Myple Castle last time, and I wanted to say that it’s an honor to meet you again.”

He hadn’t forgotten about the priests who had come to Myple Castle, giving all they had to heal the wounded. The image stuck out in his mind because they’d seemed so devoted, it was as if they’d really been summoned by a god.

Now the apparent leader of those priests had returned to the Kingdom of the Whipper.

I think Commander Tunka said he knows this man. This priest was said to have come at Commander Tunka’s request. Word had it that the other priests were also on their way.

“Thank you for coming, Father.”

The lieutenant colonel was grateful that this priest had come to Whipper on the eve of their fight against the Empire.

“No need. I’m simply where I need to be.”

Wow! the lieutenant colonel thought, astonished by the priest’s modesty.

Cale, on the other hand, was sweating under all the attention. Why is he looking at me with those sparkling eyes? He was creeped out by the lieutenant colonel’s respect-laden gaze.

Deep down, Cale wanted to hurry over to join the soldiers and get through the king’s speech before heading to Myple Castle. Yet the lieutenant colonel showed no signs of urgency as he escorted the pair, continuing at a leisurely pace.

“Father?” the man ventured, and Cale all but recoiled at his sincerity.


Together with the robed Choi Han and the lieutenant colonel, he approached the corner leading to a large field in the distance—but another interjection added to his struggles.

‹Hey, human! I can feel Tunka’s presence around the corner! He’s heading toward you for some reason, and he’s happy!›

Ugh, what a pain. As irritated as Cale was to hear that Tunka was joyfully making a beeline for him, he kept his priestly smile painted on.

The lieutenant colonel, who knew nothing of Tunka’s encroachment, tentatively added, “Thank you in advance for all your help as well.”

‹Human, Tunka is right around the corner! I think he wants to surprise you! I want to surprise Tunka! He’ll probably pass out if he sees me! I want to try it!›

Augh, my head. Cale almost let out a sigh, but he knew he couldn’t. The lieutenant colonel’s halting remarks kept coming.

“Oh, but please don’t take that the wrong way.”

Cale looked at the lieutenant colonel.

No priests with healing abilities on the Western Continent were willing to come to Whipper, so the kingdom’s forces had been fretting about healing their wounded due to the exorbitant expense of healing potions. Thus, the lieutenant colonel greatly appreciated these priests for showing up to help with potions even if they had no powers of their own.

This man, who commanded a thousand soldiers, felt the heavy weight of this upcoming war. When he first heard he would be escorting the two priests, he’d stayed up all night worrying about what to say. He pressed on with his speech despite fearing he was stepping out of line.

“Father, these men were once farmers who struggled to make a living, so even after a few battles, they are still quite lacking.”

His thoughts were with the soldiers in his battalion. Most of those who had started with the anti-mage faction were either former Whipper natives who’d faced discrimination or regular citizens who’d been oppressed by mages.

“They need to go back home to their farms once the war is over, so their arms and legs are particularly important. Please, please take good care of them.”

The Kingdom of the Whipper had been in constant combat for the past two years. They had always been the ones to attack and win, but this time the enemy was attacking them. Now it was time for the fighting to end. The lieutenant colonel was thinking and worrying about the peace that would come after the war. He was longing for it too.

‹Human, Tunka stopped at the corner and isn’t moving.›

Cale held back another sigh and faced the lieutenant colonel, whose desperate gaze was making him feel uncomfortable. He had seen expressions like that many times when he had been Kim Roksu.

“Lieutenant Colonel.”

As Cale addressed him in a low voice, the lieutenant colonel quickly waved his hand. “I-I was only rambling about their situation, so please let it go in one ear and out the other! I feel like I might’ve said something I shouldn’t have and put pressure on you! Naturally, this wasn’t an order from my superiors. I merely said it because I was worried—”

“It’ll be all right.”

At that, the lieutenant colonel ceased his prattling.

His companion was smiling tenderly. “I heard that the grain grown in the Kingdom of the Whipper is of very high quality. I look forward to seeing the bountiful fields.”

“Father, I…”

The lieutenant colonel was extremely thankful for the priest in front of him.

His awed expression discomfited Cale, who whirled away from him. “Let’s be on our way.”

“Yes, Father!”

The lieutenant colonel started walking with renewed energy. Cale suppressed his umpteenth sigh and followed him. Choi Han peeked around the corner before pulling his hood down and walking off as well.

‹Human, Tunka seems to be frozen!›

As usual, Cale ignored Raon’s comments.

 

***

 

When Cale reached the Whipper warriors and soldiers, he could no longer detect the fragrance of spring on the wind. All he could smell was the acrid odor of dust and dirt, which was normal for a place like this.

The lieutenant colonel who’d guided them here headed toward his battalion, while Cale and Choi Han went to join Herol and the other staff.

Herol stood close to Cale and said slowly, “The numbers must be fewer than you expected.”

“I assume the rest of the soldiers are over at Myple Castle, Chief Officer.”

Herol accepted priest-Cale’s respectful tone as if he was used to it. “That is correct. More than half of them were sent to the castle once the Empire declared war, and we plan to move the rest of them there today.”

Pointing at the soldiers, Cale lowered his voice so no one else could hear. “You somehow managed to get the soldiers to buy into using magic scrolls.”

The Empire could invade at any moment. They needed to mobilize as quickly as possible, and there was no better method than teleportation magic.

When Cale turned back to Herol, the chief officer averted his gaze and said, “The citizens of Whipper may hate and revile magic, but they still fear death.”

The soldiers didn’t want to die. They had already suffered from a pillar of fire the last time they were at Myple Castle, and they knew the dangers of alchemy and magic better than anyone else. They had been willing to make an exception for the magic scrolls, so long as they didn’t have to work with an actual mage.

It was a contradiction; both Herol and the soldiers held inconsistent beliefs. Knowing as much, the soldiers and their leadership tried to keep their use of magic scrolls quiet.

“Good choice.” Now Cale, a commander from another nation, was applauding their hypocrisy. “Staying alive is paramount.”


He said it so seriously that Herol had to stifle a laugh. Yes, you can only do whatever you want to do if you are alive.

Herol had been thinking a lot recently: Did he really want to create a world without magic? Or did he want to create one where no one had the power to oppress people with magic? Those were two different things. If he chose the latter, he could accept magic. But if he went with the former, the Kingdom of the Whipper was already walking down a path of hypocrisy.

“Chief Officer,” one of Herol’s staff called out. “The commander is here.”

Herol turned to see Tunka sauntering up all by himself. Without a word, he came to a halt in front of the troops.

“I guess His Majesty will be here soon,” Cale mumbled, looking at the platform ahead of Tunka.

Tunka would give the order to march once the king raised the soldiers’ morale. Cale was imagining the sight of tens of thousands of people shouting at once—a magnificent image, to be sure.

And so they waited for the king.

One minute, two minutes, then ten minutes passed by.

Hmm?

Something wasn’t right. While everyone was present, the king had yet to appear. Cale didn’t even see the knight brigade that was responsible for protecting him.

The agreed-upon time came and went. No one said a word.

As the soldiers and officers stood at attention, their eyes flitted to and fro. The staff, who were gathered to one side, looked particularly grim.

“Chief Officer!”

One of the staff shouted for Herol, seemingly in a panic. Herol stood perfectly still, but his eyes blazed with fury. His wrathful glare was enough to silence the staff member.

Just then, a knight entered the field: the vice-captain of the king’s personal knight brigade. Clearing his throat, he headed toward the staff huddled by the entrance.

“What is going on?”

The vice-captain flinched at Herol’s icy tone, then opened up a piece of parchment and loudly announced, “His Majesty is not feeling well, so he is unable to make his speech.”

“Ha!”


Cale heard Choi Han scoff behind him, and he wasn’t the only one. The staff’s gazes turned hostile, their anger clear in those hard-edged looks.

The same man who had been screaming in the war room just yesterday had fallen ill? So ill that he couldn’t give a speech?

This is total nonsense.

Their king couldn’t possibly be ill. He considered his body to be the most precious thing on the continent. In fact, he was probably in perfect health when he turned down the chance to speak. Could it have been because of what Herol and Tunka did yesterday?

That can’t be it.

This king cared as much about his dignity as he did about his health. Would a man like that get upset at how Tunka had threatened him, then not show up for today’s speech? No, that couldn’t be right.

He’s probably just afraid of the Empire.

Giving a speech here would mean accepting a direct confrontation with the Empire and declaring war. If he avoided speaking, then there would be no official word from him, providing an excuse to save himself from the Empire if they won and stormed his palace. The king was giving himself a way out while remaining neutral, just as he had during the war between the mages and the anti-mage faction.

It infuriated Herol. “Vice-Captain, do you know what this means?”

The soldiers could sense the confusion. They were going to war, fighting to protect their kingdom—to protect this land. Yet the owner of that very land claimed to be so ill, he couldn’t come see them off before they put their lives on the line for it. He wasn’t even cheering them on. What did that mean? Had he considered how it would look to the soldiers and citizens? Did he think they were idiots?

Everyone could tell that the king was scared, and no matter how strong a warrior was, their morale would be broken if their leader was afraid. Both the king and the vice-captain should have known that.

Herol regarded the vice-captain with such viciousness, it was as if he were looking at the Magic Tower again. He had always been a madman, and he had no issue revealing that madness as he glared at the vice-captain, who avoided Herol’s gaze as he continued to read what was written on the parchment.

“Ahem! Although he cannot come to give a speech in person, he asked me to deliver the message that he is cheering for you.”

Herol couldn’t believe it. Cheering for us? Not hoping for victory, but cheering us on? That coward deserves to be beaten to death!

The king was even worse than the master of the Magic Tower. The full force of Herol’s lunacy and cruelty were now directed toward the king. He looked about ready to kill the royal, but he couldn’t do as he pleased at that moment.

Concerned, the troops began whispering among themselves.

The soldiers are getting agitated! Morale was going down, bringing a scowl to Herol’s face. If he’d known this was the case, he would’ve taken them all straight to Myple Castle!

Boom!

A loud rumble made the earth shudder. Priest-Cale was pointing toward the top of the platform with a smile. Herol’s eyes followed; the man who’d made the ground shake was stomping toward the top of the platform.

It was Tunka.

He stood on top of the platform and shouted, “I am ignorant!”

Cale scoffed and rubbed his temples. Oh, lord.

Tunka’s booming voice drowned out the soldiers’ whispers. “I don’t know any fancy words, and I’m not the brightest man around! But there’s one thing I do know!”

All the troops’ eyes were drawn to him.

“Why did you all choose to follow me?”

Nearly all the warriors were tribesmen who’d been scorned and called barbarians. Nearly all the soldiers were regular citizens who used to be farmers. Fueled by their anger, they had rallied behind Tunka during the civil war against the mage faction.

“Why did you hold up your pitchforks, grab fistfuls of rocks, and follow me?!”

Tunka’s question spread over the field. It was different than the charismatic type of speech most experienced leaders gave before a war. His choice of words was poor, and he looked terrible as he stood up there. Furthermore, he seemed ready to pounce on and kill anyone who disturbed him.

Yes, Tunka was livid.

“Why did we fight?!”

Why had the citizens attacked the mages, who were stronger, in a frenzied state?

The citizens hadn’t known what it meant to fight two years ago, and the tribespeople had been oppressed and forced to live in the corner. Their expressions began to change. The staff looked at Tunka.

Herol found himself walking toward Cale, who whispered, “This is our chance. Tunka doesn’t seem to realize it, though.” His voice was warm, yet quiet enough that only Herol could hear. “This is a golden opportunity for you. We can bring the citizens and tribesmen together.”

The angry mob had been reminded of how they had sought blood in a frenzy.

A new look different from his earlier maddened gaze appeared on Herol’s face. He and Tunka were the heart of the anti-mage faction and now of the Kingdom of the Whipper.

Another cry burst out from Tunka. “Once more, I’ll only charge forward!”

The soldiers and warriors recognized Tunka, who looked like the mad tyrant who had drawn people to him in the first place. This was their leader, who kept his eyes fixed ahead and fought tooth and nail.

“Your intentions aren’t important.”

Yes, they had all followed Tunka unquestioningly because they were charmed by his style.

“Follow me.”

The troops’ eyes widened. Their leader, who always charged forward, continued making his appeal.

“Chase after me.”

Their leader, who had brought them victory over and over, was telling them to come along with him.

A fire had been lit among the troops. It resembled madness, but that wasn’t quite it.

Tunka was fuming. He was furious with the Empire, furious with the king—so he wanted to tear it all apart. But Tunka had changed. His gaze slid to one side, landing on Cale. Cale smiled casually, and a grin spread across Tunka’s face that would have horrified his enemies.

“Don’t worry about what’s behind you.”

Cale had essentially told him, Only look forward. Don’t worry about your back. While Tunka was the same man deep down, he was a little different now.

His subordinates began to follow their changed leader and gave their response.

The warriors seemed ready to charge into battle once more as they stomped their feet, and the soldiers shouted loudly enough to stir the air.


Thump! Thump! Thump!

“Yeaaah!”

An outsider might even have thought that they’d all lost their minds.

‹Human! Are we bringing the bears and Flame Dwarves now? To Myple Castle?›

Cale nodded. Now that this frenzied mob, which had terrified the other nations of the Western Continent, had gathered together and been swept up in a new fervor, all that remained was to dominate.

No, not quite, Cale corrected himself.

All that remained was to burn everything down.

“You want a sea of fire?”

The ancient owner of the Fire of Destruction had been stunned to silence for a while, but now he was making himself known once more.

“Oh boy, my heart is really pounding!”

That lunatic.

Cale paid him no mind at all.

 

***

 

Myple Castle was on the western border of the Kingdom of the Whipper.

Wind whistled past, brushing the top of Choi Han’s hood. The chilly winter air was gone, and a warm breeze tinged with sunlight surrounded Myple Castle, but it was still winter there.

“The king abandoned us.”

“Hey, not so loud!”

“Why should I be quiet? There’s no need. All we can trust is what we accomplish with our own two hands.”

Choi Han, who had been stealthily walking around the fortress corridor, stopped when he heard those voices.

It wasn’t just winter at Myple Castle. Since Whipper’s king had chosen not to give a speech, the atmosphere here made one feel like they were standing all alone in the frigid cold. As for those who existed in this cold, their faces were hardening with a shared sentiment in mind.

“I will follow Commander Tunka until the end.”

“Hey.”

“Forget the Mogor or Mugor or whatever they’re called. Do you know what I had to do to get here? Didn’t you do the same thing?”

“Of course I know. I know it all too well.”

The air was venomous. The soldiers were starting to give in to evil, simply because the Kingdom of the Whipper’s conflicts had kicked off from civil war.

It was then that Choi Han and the soldiers made eye contact.

“Oh! Hello, Father.”


“Greetings, Father!”

The soldiers snapped to attention, as if they hadn’t been seething with menace a moment ago. Choi Han dipped his head to acknowledge them, then kept on walking. He was thinking about what Cale had said on their way to Myple Castle.

“It’s not how I imagined it would be, Choi Han.” He must have been happy about something because he’d had a sly smile on his face. “The people of Whipper are more rational than I expected. The soldiers are mad at the king and the Empire, but they don’t seem to have gone crazy.”

Cale’s eyes had sparkled then. It was as if he’d come solely to work, but found himself in a position to really put his heart into it, which he happily accepted.

“Whipper’s troops are all well-trained warriors. Who do you think would win if they fought against the Empire’s soldiers?”

Choi Han glanced back at the soldiers who had greeted him. Their hearts were full of malice, but they had not gone mad. They were all looking toward the future.

Given their prior victory against strong foes, like the mage faction, Choi Han had answered Cale’s question without hesitation. “Most of Whipper’s soldiers have less than two years of training. Their structure is less than three years old and poorly organized as well.”

By contrast, the Empire had years to develop a strong infrastructure that would turn out elite soldiers for this battle.

“But if they went up against the Empire, I believe the Kingdom of the Whipper would win.”

While training was important in a fight where one’s life was on the line, something else was even more vital.

“You’re right, Choi Han. They have no fear.”

Cale had agreed with that answer and beamed brightly. He’d looked relieved, though he didn’t appear to have noticed as much.

Pulled out of the memory, Choi Han raised his head. He stood before the teleportation magic circle installed in Myple Castle. This was where the soldiers had teleported in, but even after feeling how helpful magic could be, they were still actively avoiding the notion. The soldiers chose practicality even when they knew it made them hypocrites.

The teleportation circle lit up, and it wasn’t long before a number of people wearing white robes materialized within.

“Hello there.”

Pendrick the elf, who was covering his pointed ears, had come with some of the sculptor-assassin Frizia’s subordinates. Frizia and the Sun God twins had stayed in the Empire.

Choi Han looked around. The soldiers’ faces lit up at the arrival of new priests. Their spirits rose further when they heard the rumor that Pendrick, a priest with healing abilities, was coming.

Facing Pendrick and Frizia’s subordinates, Choi Han said, “Follow me.”

The people who had come as priests to heal the soldiers followed behind Choi Han. Tap, tap.

Choi Han thought about his conversation with Cale as he walked down the stone path toward the castle wall.

“Is there anything for me to do during this war?” he’d asked, knowing he couldn’t reveal his black aura.

“Why wouldn’t you do anything?” replied Cale in his priestly disguise, brows lifting. “Doesn’t saving people count?” After saying as much, he’d tossed a bag of potions to Choi Han. “Even without healing abilities, we need to heal the troops with potions. We’ll probably be pulled in several different directions as soon as the battle begins. We will be very busy, so stay focused.”

Choi Han had given him a blank look.

“What, you don’t want to?” Cale asked.

Of course he did. “No, that’s not it. I will.” Saving people was more difficult, but it suited Choi Han’s style better.

Still, the idea that he would be saving people rather than fighting in this war weighed on him. Is it really okay for me not to fight?

That question lingered in Choi Han’s mind, but he soon realized there was no need to think about it. When he reached the stone staircase leading up to the fortress’s central tower, he looked up. “Rosalyn.”

There stood Rosalyn, who was wearing a mage’s robe and a smile as radiant as the sun. Behind her was Mary, uncharacteristically dressed in brown, and a few others who were covered up as well. Several more had their faces exposed, staring straight forward. These were the mages who’d once hailed from the Kingdom of the Whipper. They were now citizens of the Kingdom of Rowoon, and their gazes were locked on Rosalyn.

The soldiers regarded the mages with complicated expressions, myriad emotions written plain on their faces: anger, fear, hatred, gratitude, and relief.

Yet the mages stood firm. Their eyes seemed to say, We’ll fight in the war. This determination made them seem like swordsmen standing there with their blades drawn.

Upon seeing Choi Han, Rosalyn jerked her chin toward the staircase. “Shall we?”

“Let’s.”

Together, the pair ascended the stone steps. Choi Han sensed those following them up and lapsed into thought. Although he could not fight, his trusted friends would hold out.

Also… Choi Han raised his head. Countless footsteps were heading in one direction, and Choi Han heard a voice as soon as he reached the top step.

“You’re all here,” the white-haired Cale greeted them, leaning on a ledge. “This spot has a good view, doesn’t it?”

Behind Cale, tens of thousands of troops loomed on the horizon: the Mogor Empire’s army. They were coming for Myple Castle.

Choi Han grimaced. Damn, there are a lot more than I expected.

One hour ago, the Empire’s forces had arrived in front of the castle, accompanied by an oppressive wind. That wind was now putting Myple Castle on high alert. The Whipper soldiers clenched their weapons with a venomous air, occasionally smiling at the priests and shooting conflicted looks at the mages. Their conversation was no more than a way to help them relax.

A horn blast sounded from the Empire’s side.

Cale pushed off from the ledge. Tunka and Herol were at the central tower as well, and Herol locked eyes with Cale. “The Empire is on the move.”

A lone figure stood in front of the imperial army—one Herol recognized. He hastily added, “Duke Huiten is leading the army.”

Duke Huiten was the crown prince’s right-hand man, the Empire’s only swordmaster, and the one leading the charge.

More horn blasts came, along with the neighing of horses.

“Hell, that’s a whole lotta knights.” Tunka’s mouth twisted, then quirked up in a smile. “His name’s Duke Huiten?! I can rip that guy to pieces! Aha ha!”

Huiten hadn’t taken part in the last battle of Myple Castle, which proved the Empire was serious this time.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

The ground shook, but not because of magic or anything of the sort. Tens of thousands of soldiers were simply moving along with the cavalry behind them.

“This is no joke,” Rosalyn said, frowning. “They’re somehow greater than Faern.”

It wasn’t that she was afraid of the swordmaster. The knights raising their swords and spears toward Myple Castle were of similar caliber to the knights of the three northern kingdoms, which were known for their armed forces. Yet there was something different about these knights that made them superior to the knights of the north.

“The knights’ armor is fortified with magic. They all have at least a high-grade magic stone,” Rosalyn informed the others atop the tower.

What exactly made the Empire an empire? Rosalyn thought back to what she’d learned when she had been next in line for Brek’s throne. Her teacher, who had taught her about royal traditions and politics, had stopped a lesson for a moment to tell her something.

“An empire must be above average in all aspects. It is a nation that is superior to all others when everything is considered. You must remember that.”

The Kingdom of Rowoon was above average in magic, while the Kingdom of Faern was known for its knights. There were many nations that excelled in one area.

Above-average magic, above-average troops, above-average training for knights, and the continent’s only home of alchemy. The weight of the Empire’s might, which Rosalyn had forgotten, came crashing down on her now. They’re scary because of everything they have.

The Empire’s knights alone weren’t frightening, its magic was manageable in isolation, and even its alchemy could be handled if one was cautious enough. But her teacher had warned her, “You may hate me for saying something like this, but I’m telling you because you’re going to become a ruler: An empire is a nation where everything is above average. A kingdom that is lacking in any aspect cannot defeat an empire.”

Her teacher had concluded with the following: “You will thoroughly realize that if you become the Empire’s enemy.”

Now that the Empire was actually serious this time, they had brought knights who were at the level of Faern’s, along with magic armor that had high-grade magic stones, something Faern lacked.

Another horn blast, and the Empire’s mage brigade—which had a longer history than that of the Kingdom of Rowoon—appeared from behind the knights.

Herol scoffed. The mage brigade. They brought all these forces just to take back a castle? He could almost understand the king’s fear. Anyone would be spooked after looking at these troops.

“They truly came not just for Myple Castle but to gobble up the entire Kingdom of the Whipper.”

Herol had discerned the Empire’s true motives. He also realized just how much the Empire had looked down upon the Kingdom of the Whipper and hadn’t tried very hard during the last battle.

The sound of the Empire’s horns cut across the battlefield. Myple Castle, however, was completely silent. Whipper’s soldiers and warriors had already been in formation at the castle wall for the last hour or so. Their eyes wavered, clouding over for a moment as the venomous aura around them ebbed.

With all those knights and mages Huiten was leading into battle, the Whipper forces felt overwhelmed in a way that was incomparable to their experience in the last battle for Myple Castle with the pillar of fire.

Fighting against that many mages alone would be hard enough, some of them thought. Can we beat them when they have a formidable number of knights as well?

At that moment, a war cry from Tunka drowned out the braying trumpets. The soldiers caught sight of their commander leaning over the tower ledge. Gripping his iron club, he burst out laughing.

“Aha ha ha ha ha ha ha!”

His eyes glinted with madness.

The soldiers’ gazes cleared as Tunka’s madness infected them. There was a way for the weak to defeat the strong, and that way was to go crazy.

“There we go,” Cale said, his eyes on Tunka. Then he slowly walked toward his group.

“It looks like the Empire’s about to march,” Rosalyn said. “We’ll head to our positions now.”

“I’d better make my way to the staff as well,” Herol quickly added.

Cale calmly told the two of them, “Before you go, watch this till the end.”

“Excuse me?” Herol blurted out, puzzled.

Another blaring of the horn could be heard, and the ground trembled. Herol squinted at the enemy in the distance. Cale was looking at them as well.

There’s still one more thing left.

There was more to the battle than mages and knights.

Cale thought of the palace that had nearly collapsed because of a terrorist attack—the one made by Rex and his group—when he went to the Empire. His shield had held up a large hunk of a column that threatened to fall, but someone else had prevented it from becoming a large-scale catastrophe.

Alchemists. They had created a new pillar in the Sun Palace to support the roof. Cale vividly remembered that unique way of using their craft, so he had spent a lot of time thinking before this battle against the Empire.

Will the Empire want a short battle? Or will they try to drag it out?

They would want it to be brief if they were aiming for Myple Castle, but they would take it slow if their goal was the Kingdom of the Whipper.

Boom! Boom! Boom! The ground shuddered anew.

Earthen pillars shot up from the bare ground one by one, conjured by the combined forces of alchemists and mages. These pillars were as large and sturdy as the one that had supported the roof of the Sun Palace.

Rosalyn gasped. “They’re the same height as the castle!”

Indeed, the pillars were as tall as Myple Castle. Alchemists and mages stood on top of them, with knights and soldiers arranged underneath. Their formation seemed to be designed for both long-range and short-range attacks.

Without thinking, Herol muttered, “It’s like another castle has appeared.” Now that there were essentially two fortresses pitted against each other, he felt as if he couldn’t breathe.

The Mogor Empire exceeded the rest of the Western Continent in terms of military might, magic, and technology. The imperial prince had long pretended to be a good person, but his true nature was being revealed.

“There it is,” Cale said, sounding disinterested. “That’s what I was expecting.” Evidently, he’d been waiting for the Empire to pull a move like this.

Everyone turned in his direction, but he ignored their gazes and set his hand on the shoulder of someone cloaked from head to toe, similar to Mary. Cale removed the hood that concealed his face, exposing a middle-aged man whose eyes were flitting about. He was Kanell, chief of the Flame Dwarves. Now exposed, Kanell looked over at Cale.

Cale had prepared for this war against the Empire as much as he had for the one against the Indomitable Alliance, which consisted of three kingdoms, a tribe, and a dwarf clan. He might have planned even more heavily for this war.

He stared down at Kanell. “Now, do you understand why I called you here?”

Peering up at Cale, the dwarven chief shivered at the indifference on his face. The icy commander in priest’s vestments put his faith in no god, yet his eyes betrayed no fear. He didn’t seem afraid of the Empire or the war.

“Do we have to destroy alchemy?” Kanell asked, voice quavering.

The priest smiled brightly, as if Kanell had given the correct answer. His smile was so radiant that it gave the dwarf chills all over again.

Boom! The alchemists and mages created another earth pillar.

Cale didn’t need to see the battlefield to know what was going on. The alchemists and mages had appeared to reinforce the Sun Palace when Rex and his group had used magic bombs to blow it up. They had sprinkled some unknown fluid onto the dirt, which had responded to the alchemists’ and mages’ mana and shot up into the sky. Then the alchemists had put a mysterious black rope around the pillar. Once the black thread disappeared into the mass of dirt, it had changed color and turned into a sturdy black pillar.

Holding Kanell’s gaze, Cale said, “An alchemist’s job is to always come up with something new.”

Boom!

The black pillar kept growing until it turned into a tower. More and more black towers appeared until there was a total of seven. The mages and alchemists would get to the top of these towers and launch long-range attacks from there.

Horns blasted, but Cale didn’t take his eyes off the dwarf chieftain.

The alchemy of this world resembled alchemy on Earth. Alchemists’ goal was to create gold, but the methods they used were different. The alchemists of the Western Continent sought to extract the attributes of nature to create gold. Thus, they had honed in on mana, the purest element of nature.

But according to the half-blood dragon, the alchemy that White Star is after doesn’t aim to create gold.

The ancient dragon Erhaven’s voice resounded in Cale’s mind. “Do you know why they researched dead mana?”

Their creation of dead mana bombs was a completely different beast from alchemy that existed only to make gold. However, the Alchemist’s Bell Tower and White Star had partnered with the Empire for around twenty years to research those bombs.

I originally thought they just wanted dead mana bombs to use as weapons, but I realized I was wrong after I heard what the half-blood dragon had to say.

Cale had never seen the ancient dragon looking so serious. Erhaven had a flustered and fearful expression as he explained, “What the Alchemist’s Bell Tower wants is mana, not gold.”

Even Cale’s face hardened when he heard that.

Why were they researching dead mana? They want to create mana.

Mana was akin to one of the five basic elements of nature: water, fire, wind, earth, and wood. It was among the forces that made up the foundations of the world, and this group was trying to create it.

After hearing about that from the half-blood dragon, I realized that the Alchemist’s Bell Tower is a higher-ranking organization than Arm.

Cale was piecing it all together. While he couldn’t figure out what the madman White Star wanted, that lunatic had done all sorts of wild things, and creating mana was one of them. What would happen if the man who was mad enough to create a chimera managed to make mana?

There’d be chaos.

The prospect of extreme disorder helped Cale make up his mind once again. He was going to completely destroy the Alchemist’s Bell Tower, and this was the first step toward doing so.

When he’d first locked eyes with Kanell, he’d noted the chieftain’s wavering eyes. I get it. War is scary. Knowing this, he’d had to play the cold commander and speak with a determined, majestic air. Yet Kanell was reacting strangely.

“Chief Kanell, what are you looking at?”

Kanell was not looking at Cale but behind him, at someone who was urgently rushing their way. It was Choi Han.

“Mr. Cale!”

He was in such a shock that he called out Cale’s name just as Kanell’s mumblings reached Cale’s ears. The dwarf was terrified. “The king… The king of beasts is…”


What?! Cale whirled around, scanning the battlefield as he listened to Choi Han.

“It’s the lions from before!”

Cale could see a few figures using flight magic to reach the top of the alchemists’ black towers. Two of their faces were familiar.

“Mr. Cale, they’re the ones we saw up north!”

Cale and company had run into these Lion Tribe beastfolk when they visited the Guardian Knight Clope Seca’s house to steal the crown. Those arrogant lions had ended up kneeling at the point of Choi Han’s blade. They were not in their berserk state now; they looked like normal humans as they appeared from the enemy camp. Nobody would have recognized them if it hadn’t been for Choi Han, Cale, and the Flame Dwarves.

Kanell’s face crumpled in desperation. “C-Commander!”

The lions were excellent leaders and adept at large battles. Unlike the tigers, who spread out across mountains, they lived in big prides to maximize their strength.

“Commander, those creatures are stronger than the b-bears. Their current generation is so strong that there are two contenders for king! They’re extremely powerful!”

The Flame Dwarf chief couldn’t keep his gaze steady. Although the Bear Tribe pestered the Flame Dwarves in Arm every day, the Lion Tribe ignored them completely. They acted as if they were the greatest tribe and the dwarves weren’t worthy of their looks—or didn’t even exist.

Their arrogance was somewhat justified. The Lion Tribe was like the land-dwelling equivalent of the Whale Tribe. The tigers could have been more of a threat if not for their tendency to live alone, but the lions, who lived in prides, were overwhelmingly considered the strongest in a fight.

The lions didn’t appear with the Indomitable Alliance, so I wasn’t expecting them to fight alongside the Empire!

Kanell was quaking with fear after seeing the Empire’s might and the Lion Tribe. This would be a war without the main players who’d brought victory in the last conflict. It would be like fighting without any limbs, simply ramming into each other with torsos. None of them can partake in this battle! Not Rowoon, not that swordmaster, not even the commander!

“Commander…”

The dwarf’s expression turned resolute. He had already chosen to be on Cale’s side, and he’d done so in order to survive. They needed to win this war.

“We’ll have to focus on our defenses. I’ll go work with the other dwarves waiting in the castle to build catapults and anything else we might need.”

Rosalyn had brought Mary, some Flame Dwarves, and mages to the tower, but there were still plenty of dwarves inside Myple Castle. They were probably busy right now, but they weren’t building tools for defending the castle; they were constructing wings.

The chief bit his lip as he thought about the dwarves who would be working hard to complete these wings without knowing about the Empire’s true strength or the lions. The wings were of no help in the current situation.

“It’s useless to take out the alchemists alone right now! The lions, the mages, the knights fortified with magic, and tens of thousands of foot soldiers are going to invade!”

He was beyond afraid. How could they defeat so many enemies with fewer than ten thousand on their side, especially with so few warriors? The only way to survive was to lock the castle gate and resist.

Rosalyn thought so too. She was the only one who could openly fight along with the Kingdom of the Whipper’s forces, so she shared her thoughts as well. “He’s right. Lord Cale, we must choose the safer path.”

She turned to Tunka, thinking of him as well as the Whipper native warriors on their side. Their armor and weapons were far inferior to those of the Empire’s knights, and since they lacked any magic fortification, it was as if they were naked compared to those knights.

“As I’m sure you know, Commander Tunka and Chief Officer Herol, we need to preserve the troops on our side.”

First they had to go on the defensive and whittle down the enemy’s numbers, and only then could they send the soldiers and warriors out in a counterattack once an opening arose. That would also be the time to put the Flame Dwarves and Mary to use.

“That’s the only way to reduce the difference in numbers and effectively defeat the Empire’s overwhelming manpower when we are fighting without our limbs.”

Rosalyn’s analysis was cool and objective. She fixed her cold gaze on Cale while the Flame Dwarf chief eyed him with equal parts fear and determination.

“Pfft!”

Someone burst out laughing. Rosalyn’s eyes opened wide. “Commander…?”

Tunka was cackling like he had a screw loose, but Rosalyn and Kanell didn’t lose their tempers with him—because he wasn’t laughing at them.

Chief Officer Herol was smiling as well, as was someone else.

“Lord Cale.”

Cale was smiling too. He couldn’t help it, considering he was feeling something he hadn’t experienced in quite some time.

The invisible Raon, who had been keeping quiet, asked Cale, ‹Human, what is going on?›

What’s going on? Cale thought, echoing the sentiment.

His mind was on the past. Back when Kim Roksu was just a new recruit, he and his team leader had gone out to take care of business and been beaten to a pulp. Naturally, they had failed their mission. Kim Roksu had spoken to his former team leader when they were both sprawled on the ground in pain.

“Team leader?”

“Just listen to that tone of yours. What is it?”

“When do you think we can fight using overwhelming strength? Do you think it’s possible?”

“I don’t know. Don’t talk about the impossible.”

“That’s too bad.”

“What is?”

Kim Roksu had felt sad then. His company was always lacking manpower and, despite their weakness, had to combat large organizations or strong fighters. They never had enough strength, and thus Kim Roksu had never crushed an enemy with overwhelming power.

With that in mind, he’d said to his former team leader, “I’d rather overwhelm the other guys and crush them.”

“You crazy bastard.”

Crazy bastard. Cale could still hear his former team leader’s voice.

Kim Roksu had always been disappointed by his circumstances, and that disappointment continued even when he followed in the footsteps of his team leader and took over his position.

Here and now, the Empire held an overwhelming advantage.

“Miss Rosalyn.” Cale looked at Tunka and Herol, then turned toward Rosalyn. “Do you know what makes the Kingdom of the Whipper so frightening?”

“Sorry?” Rosalyn said in confusion.

One of the mages who’d come with her, a man who had belonged to the group that had escaped from Whipper, calmly answered Cale’s question. “The Kingdom of the Whipper is frightening because there’s no defense.”

Kanell and Rosalyn stood there, not quite getting it. There’s no defense? Does that mean…they don’t ever defend their castles?

Cale seized that moment to elaborate. “The Whipper warriors have magic resistance.”

Rosalyn gasped as she remembered this fact, while Kanell’s eyes opened wide as he learned it for the first time.

Some of Whipper’s natives were born with magic resistance. That number only grew as time went on, and it increased significantly after the Magic Tower conducted their cruel human experiments.


Among those with this resistance, Tunka reigned supreme. His physical strength was tremendous, but his magic resistance was even greater than that.

Armor fortified with magic? It was nothing more than metal scraps to the Kingdom of the Whipper’s warriors. They had innate abilities that allowed them several layers of magic resistance. With bodies like theirs, they could charge forward without any fear.

Even if the Empire had been caught off guard last time, Whipper’s forces had still fought against its knights and mages during the last battle at Myple Castle, and they’d managed to win.

As for that overwhelming difference in numbers, why did the Empire need to prepare so many troops to conquer the Kingdom of the Whipper? It was because they knew they needed at least that many to be victorious.

Herol made eye contact with Cale and said, “All Whipper knows is offense.”

“Heh heh, aha ha ha ha ha!”

Tunka’s laughter shook the tower. He had the imperial army in his sights. The lions and the alchemists were not stepping up, but the knights and soldiers wearing magically fortified armor were prepared for battle, as were the mages.

Tunka shot a glance over at Cale, who nodded. Don’t worry about your back.

Catching on to Cale’s signal, Tunka sprang into action. He jumped off the tower, cackling as his hulking body flew through the air.

“Aha ha ha ha ha!”

His crazed voice reached both the Empire’s forces and Whipper’s soldiers, who did not have magic resistance like the native warriors. They watched their leader fall from the tower.

Boom!

Tunka loudly hit the ground outside Myple Castle. He was now face-to-face with the Empire’s hundred thousand troops, and he could see Huiten in the distance.

“Heh heh heh…”

An overwhelming difference in numbers? Hadn’t that been the situation when they went up against the mage faction? It had been even worse back then. They’d had nothing, and yet he won.

No, we won.

Tunka opened his mouth and shouted, “Open the gates!”


Defense? There was no need to defend the castle.

The gate opened with a creak. Warriors appeared behind Tunka—warriors who were equally thirsty for battle but not worrying about their backs like he was. Soldiers emerged hot on their heels.

There were only a handful of people staying back to guard the castle. The rest of them followed Tunka with venomous or crazed airs.

Tunka remembered what Cale had told him before Choi Han and Rosalyn had arrived. He looked down at his waist, where a small but sturdy leather pouch was securely tied. The bag held a small bead, and all the soldiers had one as well.

Rosalyn noticed the pouches worn by Whipper’s soldiers as they approached the imperial army. Startled, she whipped toward Cale, who held out one of those very beads. It was filled with a fluid the same color as Raon’s eyes. “Lord Cale, what are those?”

“Lord Erhaven worked hard indeed,” Cale replied, then pivoted to Kanell. “You’ll be able to see it soon.”

The Flame Dwarf chieftain flinched beneath Cale’s gaze. In his shock at the Lion Tribe’s appearance, he hadn’t been able to see Cale’s expression clearly till now. The commander looked steadfast as ever.

Voice brimming with confidence, Cale declared, “You’ll see what you need to do.”

We need to get rid of alchemy, thought the chief as Cale kept talking.

“You’ll also see how the weak can defeat the strong.”

Tremors racked Kanell’s body. The Kingdom of the Whipper’s forces seemed weak compared to the Lion Tribe, who ignored the Flame Dwarves, and the Empire, which was showing off its overwhelming strength.

The Flame Dwarf chieftain, who had always been a weakling, felt his fingertips tremble. To think there was a way for the weak to defeat the strong. “How can it be done?”

“Go crazy and fight without looking back.”

Kanell gasped at the look in Cale’s eyes, but Cale turned his head away.

There were times when one needed to run with their eyes fixed straight ahead, and that was currently the case for the Kingdom of the Whipper. Cale knew how the soldiers of Whipper must have been feeling just then, and he raised his voice. “Priests, get moving!”

But, honestly speaking, both the Kingdom of the Whipper and the Empire had the wrong idea.

“Mary, return to the castle! Gather the Flame Dwarves!”

People on the tower started moving fast. Standing in the midst of the flurry, Cale spotted Tunka heading toward the Empire.

“Choi Han.”

“Yes, Mr. Cale?”

“Follow me.”

As Cale had told Tunka, the warriors and soldiers would have no need to watch their backs.

‹I’ll go save people too, human! And I’ll be with you no matter what!›

Cale had some overwhelming powers ready to go.

There’s no need for Cale Henituse—no, there’s no need for me to fight like I did when I was Kim Roksu.

The Fire of Destruction twirled to life atop Cale’s palm.

Kanell was the first to react when he saw it flickering. Dwarves dealt with steel, and as someone who had been raised side by side with fire, Kanell gasped at the sight of it. It was different than the fire he used to melt steel. All he could feel was a wicked flame that seemed raring to devour up metal or anything else that got in its way.

“Commander!” Kanell called out, but Cale just glanced at him and walked off.

Choi Han, still dressed as a priest, trailed after Cale with his hood raised. “Is it okay to just leave him like that?” he asked, obviously referring to the dwarf chieftain standing there with a blank look.

“It’s fine since Mary went.”

Cale was cold in his assertion that it was no problem because Mary had already gone to spur on the other Flame Dwarves, not their chief.

“He’ll scurry off soon anyway,” Cale added, sounding self-assured. He headed down from the castle wall and reached the stairwell that went back inside. He turned around and glanced one last time past the castle wall before descending. “He’d be stupid to stand there after seeing that.”

Choi Han also turned to look, then followed Cale toward their destination.


Behind them, Tunka was charging toward the Empire’s knights with only an iron club in hand. His club clashed against a sword with a loud bang.

“Heh heh heh.”

The vice-captain of the Mogor Empire’s third knight brigade scowled when he heard the laughter coming through Tunka’s helmet. I didn’t expect him to run right up to us!

Tunka was renowned as the strongest person in the Kingdom of the Whipper, and he had also appeared as the commander for this battle. In a fight like this, both sides would normally try to gain the psychological advantage or start with a small scuffle between leaders. At the very least, there were usually some formalities or dignity to start things off.

And yet, this barbarian commander didn’t care for any of that. He’d barreled straight at them.

“Go take him on.”

The glorious swordmaster Huiten was the captain of the first knight brigade as well as the commanding officer of Mogor’s imperial knight brigade. He had ordered the third knight brigade to temporarily handle Tunka and the warriors, who were charging forward without any strategies.

“Teach that reckless fool the strength of the Empire.”

The members of the third knight brigade were wearing armor fortified with magic and riding on horses. The vice-captain had initially scoffed at the sight of Tunka running toward them without a horse. War was not child’s play, so they’d mocked this barbarian rushing toward them without any formation or strategy.

Now the vice-captain’s lips were frozen in a grimace. How is he so stupidly strong?!

When his magically fortified sword clashed with the iron club, a powerful vibration shuddered from the blade—so strong that he nearly dropped it. Tunka’s strength wasn’t the only scary thing about him; his ability to jump up to the height of an opponent on horseback was outrageous.

Where is he?

The vice-captain tightly grasped his shaking sword hilt, sending up a smoky aura from his blade. He himself was a high-tier swordsman, yet as the smoke spread, his foe’s next action took him aback.

Baaaaang!

“Ugh!”

The vice-captain’s eyes went wide as his helmet shook, and then his neck was jerked back. Someone was holding on to his helmet.

“Heh heh heh.”

The vice-captain could see the barbarian leader baring his teeth in a grin.

Pzzt, pzzt.

A current zipped around the helmet. The lightning magic and enhanced durability it was enchanted with were sending these currents toward the enemy to protect its owner.



But it didn’t matter. The vice-captain’s eyes rolled wildly in his head, then something like a thunderclap boomed in his ears. Out-of-this-world strength ripped the helmet apart as if it were a piece of paper. Soon the destroyed helmet slid from his head.

Wind whooshed past the vice-captain’s face. The barbarian leader, who was standing on the back of the vice-captain’s horse, let go of the helmet.


Clang!

The helmet, now reduced to junk, fell to the ground. The knight stiffened when he saw Tunka’s feverish expression and blazing eyes.

“Heh heh…”

Tunka’s hand grasped the vice-captain’s neck. Magic sparks flew out of the armor, but Tunka didn’t feel a thing.

“Y-you barbarian! Let go of our vice-captain!”

Another knight rushed toward Tunka. Even though he was just an average knight, the enchantment was discharging electricity from his sword.

His blade never reached Tunka.

Bang!

“Ugh!”

A large woman’s spear parried the knight’s sword. Felia, Tunka’s right-hand woman and the tribe’s greatest spear fighter, had blocked the attack. The electricity didn’t affect her one bit, since she also had magic resistance.

It wasn’t just her either. The Whipper warriors had all charged toward the third knight brigade, which had appeared first. Although they only had leather armor and simple weapons, and some of them were just fighting with their bare hands, they all stormed into battle without a moment’s hesitation.

The knight who had tried to rescue the vice-captain got flustered. “These barbarians!”

The warriors were smiling. Both Tunka and Felia had their teeth showing.

Once more, Tunka’s laughter shook the battlefield. “Bwa ha ha ha ha ha!”

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Behind Tunka and the warriors, the soldiers who hadn’t yet entered the fray were hitting the ground with their spears, making it rumble. The soldiers might as well have been celebrating one of their supposedly barbaric festivals, panting in excitement like they were in the grips of near-manic revelry.

They’re all out of their minds!

These were different than the Whipper forces from last year’s battle at Myple Castle. They seemed more fundamentally insane, especially their leader.

The vice-captain succumbed to the terrifying strength as he was flung off his horse. “Argh!”

Tunka took control of the animal, then glared at the knight who’d tried to save the vice-captain. The knight found it hard to breathe as Tunka’s eyes bore into him.

In reality, Tunka wasn’t looking at him.

“Commander Tunka.”

The knight flinched and started to shiver when he heard the voice coming from behind him, but it also came as a relief.

Duke Huiten, the Sword of the Empire, had slowly approached Tunka on his horse. His voice was measured, arrogant in a way that showed that he did not consider Tunka worthy of being his opponent.

“It’s been a while. I feel like it was just yesterday that I saw you in the Empire.”

Tunka totally ignored his greetings. “Where is he?”

Huiten’s eyebrows twitched, but he calmly continued to speak. This was the calm of the strong. “Who are you looking for?”

Tunka snickered at that, licking his lips as if he’d found juicy prey to pounce upon. “Adin. I’m talking about Adin.”


A moment of silence followed, broken by Tunka’s shout.

“Where’s that damn coward Adin?!”

Adin was the Mogor Empire’s crown prince and the one chosen to be the future emperor. Tunka was spitting his name as if it belonged to a random thug. The Empire’s forces were appalled by it.

Also shocked was the dwarf Kanell, who stood frozen on the castle walls with a vacant expression.

“Hey, coward, stop hiding and come out! I’ll crush you with my fist! Bwa ha ha ha ha!” Tunka shouted.

Coward, stop hiding.

Kanell slowly crept backward, Cale’s voice echoing in his mind.

“You’ll be able to see it soon. You’ll see what you need to do.”

The Flame Dwarf chieftain took a couple more steps, then loosed a long breath.

Meanwhile, Huiten was also exhaling deeply, but there was fury in his eyes. “Commander Tunka, note that I am following proper etiquette.”

No matter how strong Tunka might have been, Huiten could still discern his level, which meant he was superior to Tunka. He had been following proper etiquette as the stronger combatant, but the ignorant fool’s blatant disregard for formalities was beginning to irk him.

“Etiquette?!” Tunka laughed so hard, his shoulders shook.

He recalled his conversation with Cale at the tower before Choi Han and Rosalyn had arrived. “I’m sorry I just seem to be taking and not giving anything this time. Is there anything you want?”

Cale had looked surprised at his question, but he soon resumed his usual tranquil expression and answered, “Duke Huiten isn’t enough. Too bad.”

Tunka couldn’t help but think Cale truly was a strong person pretending to be weak. Who else could say such a thing while looking at the Empire’s massive army?

“The crown prince. Drag him into this pit of mud—no, of fire. We can’t be the only ones to suffer this time.”

Tunka liked that answer quite a bit. He sneered at the Empire, which was putting on a show of following etiquette while threatening Whipper and coveting their land behind the scenes.

“If you wanted Whipper, that imperial asshole should’ve come along!”

Right then, Tunka leapt off the horse.

Baaaaang! A loud noise blasted out.

Knights were blocking Tunka’s path with a wall created by their swords. His eyes on Huiten behind them, Tunka kept on shouting. “I’ll have you rolling in this pit of mud—no, fire! You bastards will have to stand on even ground with us!”

It didn’t matter if someone was a noble, a king, an emperor, or whatever else. A title wouldn’t save someone from being beaten to a pulp.

“Our Kingdom of the Whipper ain’t weak!” Tunka’s roar filled the battlefield, reaching everyone’s ears.

Cale laughed, remarking that Tunka certainly had a loud voice.

At the same time, the retreating Kanell clenched his fists, turned his back to the battlefield, and broke into a run. He was heading away from the combat and into the castle.

Baaaaang!

The wall made of five swords was broken. Tunka ignored the blades that struck his body as he ran forward. If there were people above him—people stronger than him—then he just needed to yank them down to his level. They were all the same when they stood on the ground.

Magic? Aura? The only thing a human got at birth was their body. Tunka had fought against nature and honed his physique. He had no fear because he trusted this body of his, and now he didn’t have to watch his back either.

Shiiing!

Huiten took out his sword, and his aura shot out as well. Although Tunka had magic resistance, he wasn’t resistant to auras. He was doomed to lose.

The most talented members of the first knight brigade unleashed their aura smoke. They were all high-tier experts or better, and they pointed their swords at the warriors behind Tunka.

Then the captain of the mage brigade cried out from behind them, “Prepare for the first wave of attacks!” In response, the mana around the Empire’s mage brigade vibrated in the air.

Huiten faced Tunka, who was running in a straight line toward him, and let out a laugh. “Commander Tunka, our knights will slay your warriors, and our mages will end your soldiers.”

The warriors with magic resistance would be dealt with by the knights, while the soldiers vulnerable to magic would be killed by the mages.

Huiten’s horse darted forward. Bang! His sword and Tunka’s iron club clashed against each other. With a whish, his aura sliced into the iron club. This was the law of nature. The strong suppressed the weak, and this tribesman had gone as far as he could.

As he lightly swung his sword around, Huiten asked Tunka, “Can you feel the direction of the wind?”

The wind was blowing from the Empire, toward the Kingdom of the Whipper.

“The spring wind travels from Mogor to Whipper.”

The Western Continent’s spring winds always traveled from west to east. Tunka picked his marred club back up and rushed at Huiten again.

Baaaaang!

The moment the sword came in contact with the club, Huiten smirked at the barbarian, whose hair was dirtier and more tangled than a lion’s mane, and whispered, “You should have just thrown away those eighty years.”

A hundred thousand slaves for eighty years. In his threat, Huiten had peeled back one layer of his pretense.

“Just listen to you talking about the winds! Heh heh heh heh!”

He could hear Tunka’s laughter and feel the wind at the same time. There was another wind now, different from the eastward spring gales that blew between their nations.

Huiten’s gaze flicked behind Tunka.

Yes, the wind was blowing.

It was blowing from Myple Castle, coming from inside the building.

Screech… Screech…

Strange noises accompanied the breeze, like some long-abandoned machinery was churning to life once more—or a gear that had been twisted out of place was snapping back in.

“Bwa ha ha ha ha! It’s here! I knew it!” Tunka glared ferociously at Huiten, like he was ready to rip the man to shreds. “My back is strong now! Ka ha ha ha ha!”

A rough gust swallowed up the natural spring wind and changed its flow; now it was traveling from east to west. And although that gale had instantly changed directions, the Empire’s forces couldn’t even feel the wind that was blowing toward them now. Their eyes were fixed on something moving into the air.

Giant white birds were soaring up out of Myple Castle, rising from within.

These birds were but skeletons, with no feathers to speak of. As they flapped their bony wings, they whipped up the gusts coursing through the battlefield.

As one, the Empire’s troops looked to the largest of the white skeleton birds. Its body was dotted with top-grade magic stones, and it stretched out its half-folded wings as if to dominate the sky. A small figure was holding on to its reins.

One of the lions on a black alchemy tower blurted out, “Is that Chief Kanell?! Why is that damned dwarf over there?!”

Kanell, the chief of the Flame Dwarves, was the one gripping the reins. He had run from the wall to join the other dwarves inside the castle.

Tunka’s voice had dogged his steps. “Hey, coward, stop hiding and come out! Our Kingdom of the Whipper ain’t weak!”

Cale’s words also repeated endlessly in his mind. “You’ll be able to see it soon. You’ll see just what you need to do.”

Chief Kanell grabbed the reins to control the white skeleton bird with one hand while clenching a communication sphere with his other. The four other Flame Dwarves who were controlling white skeleton birds had their eyes on the chief’s small back. The dwarves were tiny compared to the size of these birds, and Kanell was riding the largest one.

Cale, the man on the other end of the live video call, addressed their chief. “No need to watch your back.”

Kanell glanced over his shoulder toward the highest point on Myple Castle, from which their commander was watching.

The direction of the wind had changed.

“The wind will bring the fire with it.”

The commander’s voice dispersed along with the wind.




Chapter 61:
Without Front or Back

 

THE SKELETON BIRDS, those huge creatures made out of bones, were as large as fifteen meters in size. They unfurled their wings and blocked out the sunlight, casting a shadow over the Empire’s knights.

“What’s that…?” Huiten’s gaze slid skyward, then back to his opponent. As he unsheathed his sword, the barbarian who’d been blocked by a wall of knights burst into laughter.

“Heh heh!”

Tunka looked like he was dying of mirth, but Huiten couldn’t laugh along as he took stock of the man’s face.

Four birds rose up along with the large bird in the center, making five in total.

“Your Grace!” Behind Huiten came the urgent voice of one of the Empire’s mages. “This is power from top-grade magic stones! Those bones are plastered with them!”

Huiten’s leisurely demeanor hardened in an instant. While he expressed no haste, his eyes smoldered with fury. He observed Tunka, who looked back at him.

“Flame Dwarves and magic stones,” Huiten muttered.

It was likely the Flame Dwarves who had assembled those bones. Huiten knew the face of the dwarf clan’s chief. As an excellent swordmaster, he could concentrate his aura into his eyes to see the face of that dwarf in the sky, which was invisible to the other knights. After all, Huiten of the Empire had to know the faces of the leaders affiliated with the Indomitable Alliance.

The Flame Dwarf chief wasn’t supposed to be here, yet here he was. Not only that, but the skeletons were moving by the power of magic stones. There was only one thing missing from the equation.

“Mages.”

Anger was etched on Huiten’s face. Supposedly, all traces of magic had been eradicated from the Kingdom of the Whipper, so he wasn’t talking about their mages.

He looked past the barbarian fighters who were laughing at him, focusing his gaze. “It seems Brek has dared to interfere in this battle.”

The Flame Dwarves had been captured and taken prisoner by the Kingdom of Brek. Flame Dwarves were bad at creating magic devices, yet those incompetents had managed to create birds like that? The feat would’ve been impossible without the help of mages.

Huiten shifted his attention to the top of Myple Castle’s walls. At their center, he saw a woman who was making her presence known, stirring the mana around her. It was Rosalyn, and she peered down at him.

“Is this the Kingdom of Brek’s decision?”

Huiten’s aura amplified his voice loud enough for Rosalyn, who was standing above the castle walls, to hear him. Tunka was no longer the focus of his attention.

Having accumulated its strength over the centuries, the mighty Mogor Empire was unafraid of fighting Whipper, an enemy with no established history that allowed its people to run wild under Tunka’s leadership. Brek entering the fray was a different story.

Huiten could see the smile playing on Rosalyn’s lips. Her cheerful response matched the expression on her face. “We are mercenaries.”

“What?” Huiten said before he could help it.

“I hired them,” Tunka piped up.

“Commander…” The duke turned back to Tunka, who snickered with a look that seemed to say, What are you going to do about it?

“Yup, I hired some mercenaries and bought the dwarves off of Brek.”

He’s got to be kidding! Huiten thought. “What a joke!”

Rosalyn, who had been banished from the Kingdom of Brek, was technically free from the kingdom’s rules. Also, if the Kingdom of the Whipper had bought prisoners of war from them, Brek should have mentioned it to the Empire as a formality—giving Brek a chance to say it didn’t actually support Whipper.

Huiten suddenly addressed Tunka without restraint. “Do you really expect me to accept your vile wordplay?”

Tunka gritted his teeth as he glared at Huiten. A letter demanding a slave transaction was the biggest nonsense there was. “It was your crown prince who started the word games.”

With a snort, Huiten glanced back at Rosalyn. “Rosalyn, you and Brek have a lot to explain to our Empire.”

The Kingdom of Brek had dared to support the Kingdom of the Whipper, so it was obligated to explain today’s occurrences and bow down to the Empire as an apology. That was the weight of going against Mogor.

Rosalyn’s smiling lips parted, and her mana-infused voice rang out. “Prepare to attack!”

Huiten’s expression hardened as a group of people swiftly began climbing the stone steps of the castle wall. Clack. Clack. Clack. Their robes signified that they were mages.

Robes of all colors rose to the top of Myple Castle’s walls. The mages were channeling their mana, ready to fight at any moment. None of them had the same outfit or even mana of the same wavelength. They stood on the castle walls, each having prepared in their own way to show off their powers.

Their numbers were small, but the few soldiers who remained to defend the castle looked at the mages and swallowed their conflicted emotions. The soldiers of the anti-mage faction, which had risen up to destroy the Magic Tower and kill all the mages, didn’t know how to respond to the former Whipper mages who had come to help them.

The same went for the mages coming to the soldiers’ aid. Although the mage faction zealots who’d belonged to the Magic Tower had committed terrible deeds, the mages here on the battlefield still vividly remembered the terrifying anti-mage faction that had killed them.

“Everyone, keep your wits about you!”

The staff in charge of military operations marched back and forth along the castle wall. They were the ones who received orders from Herol and Cale, and their voices reached the soldiers now.

“The Empire is above average in magic prowess. There are a lot of them as well.”

Without thinking, the soldiers turned toward the mages when they heard that. The staff around the walls all made the same speech as the soldiers eyed those former Whipper mages.

“But the Kingdom of the Whipper’s mages are here!”

Those words were enough.

While Rowoon was now the kingdom with the greatest offensive magic on the Western Continent, that title had once belonged to Whipper. The Kingdom of the Whipper had powerful mages unrivaled on the entire continent. The ones who knew that best were neither the Empire nor the other kingdoms.

“We know their strength better than anyone else.”

It was Whipper’s own soldiers who were the true experts in that regard.

The staff raised their voices. “Everyone, focus and stay in formation!”


The soldiers’ attention snapped back to the battlefield. Huiten glared at Rosalyn, who was leading the mages. As red mana coalesced around her hands, he asked, “Are you planning to do something that you can’t take back?”

Rosalyn wore the proud face of royalty even though she’d abandoned the crown. “What sort of idiot kindly explains themselves to the enemy?!” she responded.

No sooner had she shouted than a voice piped up in her mind. ‹Rosalyn! The human says to start!›

“Begin!”

Fwoooom!

Top-grade magic stones made ripples in the air as they floated up from the Myple Castle walls. Until now, the mages from Rowoon had always followed orders and stuck to a preapproved strategy during battles.

Commander Cale had said something different to these mages, who had come here for a “vacation.”


“Don’t you think it would be nice to run wild and free at least once? After seeing Tunka, I think the people of the Kingdom of the Whipper are strongest when they’re free.”

“That’s right,” one mage mumbled to himself as he recalled that conversation.

Commander Cale was right. Everyone here was a loner. Be it out of hatred toward the Magic Tower’s cruelty or because they’d suffered pain themselves, the former Whipper mages all fled from the Magic Tower, broke their ties with the mage faction, and now lived secluded lives. Nevertheless, they couldn’t let go of magic and had to conduct their research while living in poverty and solitude.

Those mages had gathered in Rowoon and coordinated with each other in preparation for war. They became strong as a group after abandoning their unique styles and working together for two years, but they hadn’t been able to use their individual powers to their hearts’ content even once since the start of the war.

Now was the perfect time for that.

Fwoooom!

The mages’ robes fluttered in the wind. They raised their hands and soon fired off their specialty: offensive magic spells.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Consecutive explosions filled the air.

“Shield!”

The imperial mages cast shields and blocked the magic attacks. For the mages, the Empire versus Whipper was a fight between several hundred on one side and fewer than a hundred on the other, yet the soldiers could see something significant.

“Again!”

They could see the looks in the eyes of the former Whipper mages as they pulled up their robe sleeves and prepared their next spells at Rosalyn’s command. They stared down these hundreds of enemy mages without fear.

That was something they had in common with Whipper’s warriors. The mages seemed giddy as the spells they had trained in solitude shot into the air once more.

Then came Huiten’s cry of “Attack!”

The second mage brigade, standing behind the first mage brigade that had put up the shields, launched long-distance magic spells that they had been preparing since the moment the shield went up.

“Mages on the towers, start your attacks too!”

The high-tier mages on top of the black alchemy towers went on the offensive as well.

Baaang!

The magic spells from the Empire’s side exploded. The ones that hit the incoming Whipper spells blew up in midair, shaking the earth and stirring up gusts of wind.

Huiten’s expression contorted. “The Flame Dwarves!”

The skeleton birds opened their mouths and let out strange shrieks. These hellish beings comprised of layers of white bones were flying at a terrific speed. Hidden deep within the bones was a lump of black dead mana that beat like a heart. These masterpieces were courtesy of the Flame Dwarves, Rosalyn, and Mary.

Kanell heard a voice through the communication sphere. “Stop them.”

Yanking on his bird’s reins, the dwarven chief cried, “Break them!”

Baaang!

The largest skeleton bird drove its body into two black towers.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

The four other birds followed suit and struck the remaining towers.

“Ugh!”

“My mana’s been disturbed!”

The high-tier mages on the black towers had to steady themselves, and their spells had either faltered or pinged off in random directions. Six of those towers were quaking now.

Kanell sped away from the two towers he’d hit and honed in on the only tower yet untouched. The high-tier mage on that tower was not casting offensive magic, creating shields instead—as if safeguarding a single figure on the battlefield was more important than attacking.

Kanell could see the one person being protected by the shield; he was a member of the Lion Tribe. The lions had treated the dwarves, specifically the Flame Dwarves, as though they were unworthy of existing. Kanell made eye contact with one of those lions, whose golden mane of hair was fluttering in the wind.

“Insolent dwarves!”

The lion’s face twisted, and Kanell recognized the scoundrel. He was Edrich, one of the candidates to become the next Lion King. Beside him was Gronica, who served as his aide.

Edrich and Gronica were the ones Cale had encountered in the north at Clope Seca’s residence when he stole the white crown.

When Edrich locked gazes with Kanell, his eyes narrowed. “Do you think you can win with something so crude?! You’re just a dwarf! You must have a death wish!”

Kanell subconsciously gripped the reins at the murderous look in the lion’s eyes.

It was then that Cale’s nonchalant voice came through the communication sphere. “That lion bastard is always running his mouth.”

The corners of Kanell’s lips curled up. Seeing as much, Edrich scowled at him.

“Lions can’t fly,” Cale went on, “yet you dwarves are soaring through the air.”

The wings would not fail this time. Although the results hadn’t shaken out yet, Kanell was confident because Cale gave the order to begin.

“Fly up when I give the signal.”

His command was conveyed to both Kanell in the air and Rosalyn on the wall.

Rosalyn entrusted Tunka to the knights for the time being and made eye contact with Huiten, who had been looking at the mage brigade. He was wary of her. The Kingdom of the Whipper had used magic twice so far, but Rosalyn had not activated hers even once.

More and more red mana gathered around her. Fwoooom! The magnificent crimson glow flickered as if waiting for the right moment.

That barbarian is just fooling around too. Tunka wasn’t giving the fight his utmost effort. It seemed like he was biding his time until something happened. What could it be?

Huiten’s hand passed over his scabbard. It was a habit that popped up whenever he was troubled.

“Duke, I plan to swallow up the Kingdom of the Whipper this time, as well as the Kingdom of Karo if the chance arises.”

Imperial Prince Adin’s ambitions passed through Huiten’s mind.

“I’m a bit concerned about Rowoon, Brek, and the north, though. I think I’ll only be at ease if the Empire takes over the central area, so make sure to show overwhelming strength when you wipe them out.”

The imperial prince wanted definitive conquest, and he had prepared accordingly. Yet Huiten felt a strange sense of déjà vu. He had a hunch that this battle wouldn’t be easy.

There’s something going on.

Rosalyn, Tunka, the Whipper forces, and the dwarves were all clearly waiting for something…but what?

Just then, the heavens rumbled overhead, and the clear sky darkened. At the same time, the red mana surrounding Rosalyn shot up into the sky.

“Your Grace! It’s a magic spell. An enormous one!”

It’s what?!

Huiten looked up at the sky and frowned as he listened to the urgent words of the high-tier mage, who hastened to add, “This magic isn’t being cast by one person! There’s someone else!”

A tremendous amount of mana could be felt from the spot where the black clouds were forming in the sky. It was as if all the mana in the area was gathering there. The Empire’s mages felt stifled by such power, which was only a natural response.

The black cloud had been made by a dragon. A black dragon was helping Rosalyn make a cloud as dark as he was.

“W-we must avoid it!”

“What?” Huiten whirled toward Tunka, who made a break for it. Rather than escaping, he was making way.


Then Huiten heard Rosalyn shout, “Put up the shields!”

All the hired mages who had been focusing on offense started to put up shields.

“Avoid it! Put up shields!” Huiten said.

He could see the skeleton birds soaring higher into the sky. They were fleeing for their lives, as if being under that dark cloud meant certain death.

Someone covered from head to toe in a plain brown robe appeared beside Rosalyn. Tap. With their hand, they traced a line straight down from the sky. Goosebumps broke out on Huiten’s skin.

The Empire’s mages crafted shield after shield.

Rumble, rumble.

At last, the roaring in the sky came to an end.

Then Huiten’s world—or rather, the world of everyone present—was stained red. A single streak of red, not like a flash of lightning, whizzed down from the sky. It was the true form of the Fire of Destruction. It wasn’t a thunderbolt of reddish gold; this one was the color of blood.

That bloodlike scarlet flame struck the ground, and a deafening impact violently shook the earth.

Crack!

Cale, the brown-robed man beside Rosalyn, heard Raon’s astonished voice in his mind. ‹Human! Didn’t you say you would only use a little bit of your power? Are you trying to collapse again?!›

Raon’s small forepaws propped Cale up from behind. Cale could see that he’d flustered Rosalyn, though he had previously briefed her on his plan.

“I’m only going to strike with a small thunderbolt, so you just have to match me.”

“Lord Cale, you’ll cough up blood and faint if you use a fiery thunderbolt.”

“I’ll only use a little bit this time. I can’t show too much of this power and draw the Empire’s attention.”

He really had only used a little, thinking to release a small thunderbolt.

Cale’s hands trembled. What’s this? His body was fine. I only used a little, though.

He had truly exerted just the smallest fraction of strength he had ever used on the Fire of Destruction. To prove it, he was only the slightest bit hungry. Yet the fire’s light had bathed his vision in red. A mighty red pillar had shot down, seeming to drown the battlefield in a sea of blood, and a lavalike heat swallowed up the spring air.

The breathtaking power of the Fire of Destruction had revealed itself on the battlefield, and it was then that its owner spoke up. “Aw man, why did you only use a little? You might as well get your money’s worth.”

This ancient had wielded enough destructive power to turn the frozen north into a sea of fire. The fiery thunderbolt that had now regained its true strength felt disappointed.

Cale was so shocked, his legs almost gave out. “I don’t believe this.”

No one was prepared for this vast, unexpected power. Tunka’s side had stepped back, and the Empire’s forces had retreated as well. There was empty ground between the two sides, both of whom had their shields up.

“Fire.”

The fire that had launched down from heaven was surging in that empty space. Legend had it that a god had sent down the first fire to help people, but this time it felt like divine punishment. Instinctively, Huiten was clenching his sword hard enough to break the hilt.

“Your Grace.”

He could hear the shaking voice of the high-tier mage behind him. It was the commander of the Empire’s first mage brigade.

“That is not magic.”

“What?”

“It’s pure fire… I believe it’s an Ancient Power.”

Huiten thought about the figure in the brown robe. Ancient Powers? Rosalyn of Brek? As he put those two together, a name rose to his mind: Cale Henituse. He remembered that man. He also remembered that Rowoon had lent Brek their aid in battle. It was all too suspicious.

His suspicion receded as quickly as it had come. If he had to name two kingdoms that were on good terms with the Empire, it would be the Kingdom of Karo and the Kingdom of Rowoon. Furthermore, Cale Henituse had even received a medal of honor from the Empire.

No need for baseless uncertainties.

Still, Huiten knew he needed to be wary of that brown-robed individual. The arrogance slowly dissipated from his gaze.

On the other hand, Cale had to put some strength into his legs after that baffling display. His body swayed a bit.

“Ca—” Rosalyn began, then quickly shut her mouth, reminded that the soldiers were nearby. She grabbed Cale’s arm, catching a glimpse of his face under the hood.

Huh?

Cale looked fine. Forget fine; he looked beyond energetic.

You know what it looked like? It was like when a bookworm who had been studying indoors all the time decided to go for a stroll because it was a beautiful day. Once they came out and did some light stretching, color returned to their pale face, and they looked much healthier.

That was how Cale’s face looked right now. His worsening complexion now had a slight flush, making him the picture of health.

“Are you okay?” Rosalyn asked, searching him for answers.

Registering Rosalyn’s curious blend of surprise and anxiety, Cale came back to his senses. He swept a glance around the area. The soldiers seemed shocked, the mages even more so. Even Herol wore an odd expression. Cale peered down below the wall, where Tunka was watching him from inside the shield.

‹Human! Are you really okay? Hmm, you do seem okay, but that’s weird! No! I got it! That rain of gold must’ve made you much stronger!› Sounding relieved, Raon went on, ‹In that case, let’s fortify all the other ones as well! Then our human will never be hurt!›

Then the black dragon’s voice took on a note of sorrow.

‹Never mind. We can’t do it right now. Fortification requires a lot of money… I don’t have much in my piggy bank just yet.›

However, Cale didn’t pay attention to what Raon was saying. He was looking at Tunka, the only one who had a reaction other than shock. He was looking at Cale and mouthing something silently.

“Are we not doing it?”

Smirk. Cale started to smile. He moved Rosalyn’s hand away from his arm and began to speak.

“Please start.”

The look in Rosalyn’s eyes changed.

The pillar of fire was still burning. It was almost as tall as the alchemically created black towers, and it gave off an aura that made it difficult to approach. However, this lonely pillar looked rather shabby.

“Put out the fire! Move the formation!”

Huiten’s voice sounded like thunder as he commanded the Empire’s forces. The soldiers quickly regained their senses and started to change their formation. They were going to detour around the pillar of fire.

I don’t know why they struck that pillar of fire over there, but it’s useless against us.

The pillar of fire had not struck the Empire’s formation; it had just hit empty ground. It was a useless power if it didn’t kill anybody.

There are plenty of other paths toward Myple Castle.

Myple Castle stood in the middle of a vast, empty plain, and one could approach it on all sides. Given the Empire’s numbers, it wouldn’t be difficult for their army to surround the fortress. Additionally, the Kingdom of the Whipper didn’t have enough troops to take on the Empire’s immense army should they close in—especially with only several dozen soldiers and mages along the walls.

We only need to be cautious of the dwarves and that pillar of fire.

The battle was a question of numbers.

At that moment, the quiet sky rumbled once more.

Huiten gasped as he remembered something. Since he’d been so shocked by this fire that they believed was an Ancient Power, he’d forgotten about Rosalyn and the unknown figure’s magic.

Black clouds still covered the battlefield.

“Your Grace!”

“Damn it!” Alarmed, Huiten cried out, “Activate the magic shields!”

It was time for the magic to strike the Empire’s forces.

He glanced at the top of the castle walls, only to discover that the mages who weren’t hidden by the pillar of fire were also preparing crimson fire spells!

Huiten finally realized what Rosalyn and Whipper’s leadership were trying to do. It was so they could protect Tunka! The flame pillar had been used to separate Tunka from the Empire’s forces before they launched these spells.


Grimacing, Huiten urged the mages to cast barrier magic as the soldiers and knights hunched over and lifted their shields up toward the sky.

The sky ceased its rumbling once again.

Baaaaaang!

Baaaaang!

Red-gold light poured out from both the sky and Myple Castle. It was different from that destructive fire that resembled flowing blood. Fire and electric spells filled the area.

The mage beside Huiten stumbled as the ground shuddered underfoot. “Ugh!”

Even Huiten got chills as he watched this new, red-gold thunderbolt plunge down from the sky. It was intense.

Once things settled, he slowly straightened back up and looked at where the magic spells had struck.

“No casualties, Your Grace.”

None of the Empire’s forces had perished. Some were injured, but nobody was dead. The situation was hardly one worth celebrating, however.

“What is that?!”

Huiten couldn’t contain his shock as he stared straight ahead. A wall of flame had sprung up, with the bloodlike pillar of fire at the center. It burned furiously for the entire imperial army to see. All the magical fire and lightning had melded into one, blazing high into the sky.

“Your Grace!” a knight shouted. “The fortress is blocked off!”

He could see it as well. That wall of fire surrounded Myple Castle, preventing anyone from breaching it. Whipper had employed the same tactic the Empire used when they left behind a wall of fire before their retreat. Except one thing was different.

“They didn’t block all of it.” They’d left a single opening.

The Empire had left the everlasting alchemic flame on all sides of the castle to prevent the Kingdom of the Whipper from approaching it. By contrast, Whipper had created an entrance: the area between where the bloodlike pillar of flame and the red-gold thunderbolt had landed. No fire blazed in this spot. Only dust was flowing around that area.

He could see the castle gate through the gap. If the imperial army stormed that tiny entrance, perhaps they could try to take Myple Castle without touching the fire.

The duke laughed. “Ha ha ha.”

Beyond the opening in the fire, at the castle gate, Whipper’s side was making their stand.

Tunka was at the head of the group, followed by his subordinate warriors, with the soldiers behind them. Rosalyn and the mages-turned-mercenaries were clustered atop the castle walls, above the gate—as was the figure in the brown robe.

Cale, the brown-garbed man in question, looked down at Tunka. Feeling his gaze, Tunka stood right in the flameless gap and glared at Huiten and the imperial forces. He thought back to the conversation he’d had with Cale before the battle.

“Thanks for helping us out, Cale, but the warriors and I will be the ones doing the fighting.”

Herol had agreed with Tunka. “We just ask for your support. We’ll ask you to help if we’re put in a dangerous situation, but we want to try fighting with our own strength first.”

The Kingdom of the Whipper needed to show that they could hold their own for a while in a fight against the Empire. That would raise the soldiers’ morale and stop the Empire from trying to conquer Whipper ever again. Moreover, Herol was planning on using this war as a chance to kill the king or turn him into a puppet. To that end, they needed to win—and so they would fight.

Tunka, for his part, had a slightly different motivation. “That’s the Whipper way.”

Fighting tooth and nail was the Kingdom of the Whipper’s style. Even if it meant being mocked as barbarians, they had to take things into their own hands.

Cale had smiled at the two of them and said, “I wasn’t planning on taking part in the first round anyway.”

Tunka could feel the fierce heat of the fire, but he stayed focused on Huiten’s bloodshot eyes.

“I’ll provide a battlefield where all of you can run wild.” The memory of Cale’s voice tickled his ears. “Tunka, picture a deep, narrow gorge.”

Cale had wanted Tunka to envision the enemies coming into a gorge that was filled with their allies. An extremely deep gorge, and narrow because both sides were blocked by high cliffs. Not only that, but the steep cliffs were made of fire. Fighting here at Myple Castle was different than fighting at an actual gorge. However, the results would likely be the same.

“The enemy will meet the Kingdom of the Whipper’s warriors at the end of this narrow path.”

No matter how many enemies there might be, they only had one way to get through to the Kingdom of the Whipper’s side. They had no choice but to go through this wall of fire, as if they were passing through a translucent gorge.

“If they can’t get past you and the warriors, they cannot set foot in Whipper territory.”

Tunka’s fingertips brushed the pouch hanging on his waist. Cale had said the bead within was an ingredient, one used in the pillar of fire during his clash with the Indomitable Alliance at Death Canyon.

“The fire in the gorge won’t go out. I’ll make it that way, so just keep your eyes fixed straight ahead. What do you think? Is this the battlefield you wanted?”

What did Tunka think? He thought it was perfect; he liked this battlefield a whole lot. As he sensed the warriors lining up next to him and those standing on the walls behind him, his confidence soared. He wasn’t afraid of the huge enemy army. They couldn’t get past this path as long as he was alive. For Tunka, this was one amazing battlefield.

Then he heard an unexpected noise from behind him.

Screeeech.

The castle gate opened, and a man in soldier’s armor came out to stand beside him.

Tunka grinned. Though the man wore a helmet, he could tell who it was even without seeing his face. “Didn’t you say you couldn’t use your aura?”

Choi Han, the helmeted man, drew a regular sword and stood tall.

“You want to fight? But we need to heal people soon.”

“Mr. Cale, healing is important, but I think using my sword is a way to save them as well.”

“Is that the only reason?”

“Duke Huiten uses aura, and Tunka has none. He’ll have a hard time doing it alone.”

“But you can’t use your own aura right now.”

Tunka and Cale had both been stumped by that.

Stifling a laugh, Choi Han had told Cale, “It’s still better for me to be there with him than for him to fight by himself.”

The conversation was fresh in Choi Han’s mind as he told Tunka, “I’m still strong without it.”

Tunka cracked up at that. The swordmaster who couldn’t use his aura because he needed to hide his identity, the same guy who had thrashed him and given him the cold shoulder in the past, was with him. That was the truth.

Choi Han was strong even without his aura, and now that strong guy was a comrade on Tunka’s side. A strange feeling bubbled up within him.

“Hey, Choi Han. You’re my buddy too, right?”

“Shut up.” Hushing Tunka, Choi Han pointed the tip of his sword at Huiten.

Shiiing.

Choi Han and Huiten had never met before. Cale had made Choi Han move separately from him in the Empire, since he was afraid Huiten would catch on to Choi Han’s power level. As it turned out, he had no need to fret. They were both swordmasters, yes, but Choi Han and Huiten were worlds apart.

Huiten shouted, “Third knight brigade, follow behind me!”

The Empire’s knights urged their horses forward, charging toward Myple Castle.

At the same time, the Empire’s mages began casting spells. Fwoooom! Their mana surged toward the only entrance to the castle and also to the wall of fire. It vibrated in the air as they sought to kill everyone at the gap and extinguish the flames.

Tunka stood in front of it all as he thought about the people standing at his back. “You’ll only get past here over my dead body!” he howled.

Choi Han was already darting ahead, his feet crushing the ground.

It was a battle between the few and the many, and the battlefield that the smaller force had wanted was now a reality.

The Empire’s third knight brigade stormed toward the lone path through the fire.

“Get off your horses!” Huiten said as he jumped off his mount. The horses were getting spooked by the crimson fire, and a terrified horse was useless in battle. They’re more of a hindrance in that small opening anyway.

Huiten made that split-second call, then sprinted for the opening.

Shiiing!

His blade seemed to launch into the sky—but it was actually his silver-gray aura, which resembled the color of his sword. Huiten had been given the title of “Sword of the Empire” because he was a swordmaster and because his aura was the same hue as a blade.

“Follow the duke!” ordered the captain of the third knight brigade.

The knights who had gotten off their horses encircled the duke as they headed toward Tunka and the castle gate.

“Aha ha ha ha! You’ve ended up on the ground! It’s only fun when we’re on the same level! Bwa ha ha ha ha!”

Huiten could see Tunka charging toward him. Once Tunka and the warriors moved forward, the soldiers behind them held up long spears and bows to cover the gap.

“You cocky son of a bitch,” Huiten grumbled as he kicked off the ground with the aura-wreathed sword in his hand.

Tunka and Huiten only had eyes for each other, running on a collision course.

You’re just an arrogant barbarian! I’m going to kill you!

Huiten’s pride had been wounded. Despite the enormous army he’d brought, the Kingdom of the Whipper kept taking the lead and had even managed to change the flow of the battle. Huiten had run in to change the flow of battle once again. He also wanted to buy some time.

“I will end you!”

More than anything, he wanted to kill Tunka.

Tunka was now within Huiten’s range. Thanks to his aura, he could attack Tunka from a distance that a stupid aura-less barbarian could not reach. Just as mages were more valuable than regular citizens, people with and without auras had different worth on the battlefield.

With a low hum, the silver-gray aura flew skyward and crashed back down at a rapid speed.

Slay Tunka.

Huiten’s first attack had started with the desire to kill Tunka.

“I will step all over your—”

Huiten stopped short as goosebumps broke out on his skin, a chill zipping through his body.

A sword was coming. A sharp blade was heading his way.

Huiten turned his head to the right, where he could see a black helmet. This helmet covered most of his assailant’s eyes, so he couldn’t identify the person wearing it.

When did he…?

When had that thing—no, that man—gotten there? Huiten hadn’t sensed him at all. How could he, a swordmaster, not have sensed him? Unfortunately, he didn’t have long to question it. The helmeted swordsman was running at him like an average man with an average sword in his hand. Huiten quickly moved his goosebump-dappled arm, but the black-helmeted swordsman was faster.

“Ugh!”

Huiten staggered, and his eyes flew wide. He could see the man racing toward his right flank with a sudden burst of speed.

How can he be that fast?!

Was he a regular swordsman? An assassin? Or…

Is he a swordmaster?

The silver-gray aura rose from Huiten’s sword again. Knowing Whipper didn’t have a swordsman like this, he tried his best to make out the attacker’s eyes through the mesh of the helmet. He could faintly make out the eyes underneath.

They were red.

Those twin scarlet irises bored into him. They made Huiten think of a snake that had slithered up from the fires of hell. In the back of his mind, Huiten could all but see those demonic flames behind the black helmet. He swung his sword in a rush, and the silver-gray aura headed toward the helmeted swordsman—toward Choi Han.

Choi Han jumped back as soon as he saw the aura. Slash! He avoided the blow, but the aura sliced a bit of his clothing.

“As I thought.”

Choi Han frowned as he examined his nicked clothes, then tightened his grip on his sword. His red eyes, which had been tinged by magic, flicked back to Huiten.

“Raon, change Choi Han’s eye color. We don’t want him to get caught.”

“I understand, human! Hey, Choi Han! I’m gonna make it a color I like. Whatever color I want!”

Although Raon had simply changed it to a color that pleased him, it had the accidental effect of leaving a deep-red afterimage.

Still, Huiten was an experienced swordmaster; he wouldn’t be cowed so easily. “Who are you?”

In lieu of an answer, Choi Han aimed his sword at Huiten again. The black helmet was crude, he was wearing plain clothes instead of armor, and he was using a regular sword without any aura.

“I’ll handle him, Your Grace!”

“No need, sir! I shall deal with that pest!”

Two knights who’d pulled away from the larger battle approached the duke, but their leader never replied—and his body shot forward.

Baaaaang!

Another explosive crack rang through the battlefield. Huiten’s eyes were full of mockery.

It wasn’t that their blades had connected. Choi Han’s sword had dodged the silvery aura and slid down Huiten’s weapon. The hilts of the two blades had slammed hard against each other.

“Why aren’t you using your aura?” Huiten asked, staring at Choi Han. Though he couldn’t completely discern his opponent’s level, he could make a guess after a single exchange of blows; there wasn’t much to be done about it.

This man’s at my level, which means he’s a swordmaster.

Huiten chuckled. “Not going to use your aura in a battle between swordmasters? I guess you want to lose.” For a swordmaster, doing so was akin to fighting with their eyes closed.

Wssshhh.

The silver aura sliced through the wind, and Choi Han took a step back. He glanced down at his ordinary sword.

“Or perhaps it’s not a loss you’re after.” Huiten stood tall and proud as he activated his aura and approached Choi Han. He stared down his opponent and said with certainty, “You’re looking to die.”

Challenging a swordmaster without your own aura was the same as saying you had a death wish.

Choi Han clenched the hilt of his sword. His red eyes watched—no, studied Huiten’s stance. He was like a snake waiting in the grass for its prey as he carefully observed each and every one of the duke’s movements. He again became the Choi Han of the past who couldn’t use aura.

Huiten was said to have lived the typical life of an elite. He was born in the greatest ducal household of the Empire and learned from the Empire’s greatest swordsman as soon as he showed a talent for the blade, becoming a swordmaster as a result. Thus, his style was structured and elegant.

Choi Han’s style was on the opposite end of the spectrum because he’d learned for the sake of his survival. He knew nothing of swordplay until he decided to name his style Dark Destruction Sword Art. He had done just the absolute minimum that was necessary to survive.

Choi Han darted forward and clashed with Huiten once more. He thoroughly dodged the man’s aura again, but he couldn’t land any attacks on the duke. These useless clashes continued.

“You studied a refined sword art,” Huiten leisurely remarked. He had become calm once again, as if he’d never had the goosebumps earlier.

Then he heard a snicker. The helmeted swordsman was sneering at him, tickled by Huiten calling his sword art “refined.”

Choi Han rolled his head, stretching out his neck. “Now I’m getting a feel for it.”

His senses—the ones he’d developed in the Dark Forest—had finally returned, bringing a smile to his face. He was back in his element.

While Choi Han had decided to fight to help Tunka and the Kingdom of the Whipper, he had other reasons. After seeing Huiten on the battlefield, he’d thought to himself, What if I fought without using my aura?

He wanted to get control of the complete darkness. To do that, he had to return to the time when he first created his incomplete darkness. When had that been? It was when he was living in the Dark Forest.

Choi Han had been a weakling until he became a swordmaster. In those early days, he was desperate, servile, and pathetic. Yet he’d buried those feelings deep in his heart once he got stronger. He needed this situation to dredge up his own past weakness. Wouldn’t that help him see past the wall obstructing his progress?

He charged at Huiten again. All the while, he could hear the soldiers and knights fighting in front of the entrance.

“Argh!”

“Ugh! Block them! Shoot the arrows!”

“Warriors, do not stop!”

The Empire’s troops were flooding in, with the third knight brigade serving as the vanguard. The soldiers pushed forward and aimed for the gate as Huiten and the knights fought against the powerful Tunka and the Whipper warriors.

“Don’t let the enemies get to the gate! Tie their feet up! Their feet!”

He could hear the Whipper side’s maddened cries. They were crazy, but just from the urgency of the situation.

“Point the spears! Block the swords aiming for the warriors!”

Choi Han had also gone mad in his urgency. He carefully watched Huiten, eyeing the swordsman who, unlike himself, radiated poise and class with every step. His senses had returned. His aura was restrained, but he still needed to kill this bastard.

A smile rose to his lips. He couldn’t see the answer, but he could clearly see the problem.

“Archers, fire!”

“Don’t let them cross over into Whipper territory!”

“Slit the knights’ throats!”

It was total chaos. Choi Han could hear the Kingdom of the Whipper’s soldiers through the madness. He believed they were in this state of urgency for the same reason he was.

“Defend our land!”

“If we fall, Whipper falls!”

Protect. Others will get hurt if I go down.

Choi Han hadn’t felt this desperate need to protect since he came out of the Dark Forest, since he became too strong. But now he had a home and a new family; he’d discovered that he once again had something to protect. He assumed this had brought about his frantic state.

No, wait. I don’t feel any sense of urgency at all.

At last, Choi Han figured out what was blocking his way. He realized why he’d plateaued. It was because of these voices.

‹Choi Han, raise your hand if you think you’re about to get hurt! I’ll create a shield for you! The human says not to overdo it!›

“Activate the shields! Put one around Felia!”

“Preparing for round two of electricity magic, Lady Rosalyn!”

“Don’t let them put out the wall of fire! Keep using fire magic!”

“Aim your spears!”

“Soldiers in the rear, support the soldiers up front! We’ll all be crushed if we’re pushed back!”

“Move to the back if you’re injured! The rest of you, keep firing arrows!”

Truth be told, Choi Han was the only one not in a state of urgency.

He stared at Huiten’s sword. It seemed the duke was thoroughly prepared, as the aura around the sword was aimed at Choi Han’s openings. His blade moved with the utmost grace. As the strike came near, Choi Han rolled onto the ground to avoid it. He was covered in dirt, willing to do whatever it took to survive a confrontation with a powerful foe.

“You…!”

Huiten glared scornfully at Choi Han, as if he couldn’t believe his opponent had dropped to the ground in an apparent bid to escape. His narrowed eyes all but demanded to know why a practitioner of a refined sword art could use dirty tactics to evade his well-prepared attack.

“How pathetic.”

Choi Han’s stance had been broken when he dodged the aura, presenting an opening for Huiten to follow up. The duke glowered at him before his sword once again sought to pierce Choi Han’s heart. Defeating someone like this would be easy.

Yet an odd statement from the black-helmeted swordsman gave him pause.

“This is why I couldn’t get past the wall.”

What?

Laughter grated on his ears. “Heh heh heh!”

Curses!

Tunka! It was Tunka! Huiten had forgotten about him, and his sword jerked sharply. In front of him was the black-helmeted swordsman, and behind him was Tunka. There was a slight wobble of the tip of the duke’s sword, but he decided to swing it as he had originally planned.

He would start with Choi Han. This bastard comes first.

It was then that Huiten made eye contact with the man behind the helmet—and saw those red eyes crinkled in a smile. He flinched again.

Choi Han was smirking at the sight of Tunka coming for the duke’s back. Tunka was bloodied from the knights hunting him down, but he cackled away as he charged at the duke. His eyes glinted with the intent to kill.

Here lay the heart of Choi Han’s problem. He was the only one without urgency because he saw many paths to victory even without acting on his own. He could see this path when he was fighting with Cale and the others, one where things would turn out all right even if he didn’t grow stronger.

Tunka kicked off the ground, the iron club that had been sliced in half swinging at Huiten’s head.

“Damn it!”

In his split second of surprise, Huiten whirled away from the helmeted swordsman. He needed to get rid of the other one first. His silver aura moved toward Tunka’s neck.

Just then, Huiten heard a chilling voice. “Who are you looking at?”

Slash!

Huiten’s body stiffened. His wide eyes shifted to the helmeted swordsman standing there as sharp as a blade, as if his stance hadn’t been ruined earlier. The man’s ordinary sword was buried deep in Huiten’s flank.

Snakes struck silently, biting down on their prey’s neck and then releasing their venom.

“Guh!”

A black aura began to seep out from the tip of that sword. No one could see it pouring into his body.

He could use aura this whole time?! The duke couldn’t say that out loud; he could only stare into those cold, red eyes.

Tweeeeet!

He heard the sound of a flute coming from the top of the castle wall. The wall of fire around Myple Castle prevented the enemies from attacking, but it also locked the defensive forces inside the castle.

The white skeleton bird that had vanished beyond Rosalyn and Raon’s black clouds reappeared with a loud shriek. It had returned.

Screeching, the white bird cut through the black clouds and looked down at the ground. The Whipper troops below had blocked themselves in, but their airborne forces were completely free.

Despite the sword in his side, Huiten dragged his gaze up to Cale, who was blowing the flute. Cale looked at him and said simply, “Destroy the black towers.”

His measured voice reached the dwarves riding the white skeleton birds through the communication sphere.

The first battle would end soon. It didn’t matter if the Empire didn’t want it. Cale and the Kingdom of the Whipper desired a prolonged war. 

This was just the first step in dragging Imperial Prince Adin out here. There was no reason to extend the preview. But once the imperial prince reached the edge of the pit of fire…a true fire demon would gobble him up.

“You’ll use my full power later, right?”

Cale answered the fiery thunderbolt cheapskate with silence.




Chapter 62:
Conductor

 

THE WHITE SKELETON BIRDS soared over the fire. Cale could feel Rosalyn and Herol looking at him, but he kept his eyes on Huiten and the birds as he said, “An orchestra without a conductor will fall into a state of chaos.”

Huiten was coughing up blood now.

“Your Grace!”

“Commander!”

The Empire’s knights raised their voices in a panic, and some of the soldiers looked anxious too. Who could have expected this? Who would have thought the Sword of the Empire would be defeated by a barbarian with no aura and an unknown swordsman? They were falling into disarray, for the orchestra had lost its conductor.

“We merely need to strike fear into their hearts.”

It was over once they felt the fear of their music collapsing.

Cale had been pushing for battles with the lowest death count until now. He especially wanted the innocent soldiers kept alive if possible, and this was the reason for it.

“Father?” Herol called out.

Meanwhile, Choi Han was staring up at Cale for a different reason than Huiten had. Cale met his crimson gaze and nodded once. Choi Han was the other conductor on this battlefield. Whose music would sweep over the war zone? That would depend on the ability of the conductor.

“Drag him and run.”

Raon delivered Cale’s order to Choi Han. ‹Choi Han! The human says to drag him and run!›

At his command, Choi Han took off. He yanked Huiten along by the back of his collar, sword still stuck in the man’s side.

“No! Your Grace!”

“C-Commander!”

The chaos had reached its peak. Knights were crying out all around the battlefield. The first and third knight brigades were in a frenzy.

“Urk! Y-you scoundrels! What are you trying to do?!”

Even in Choi Han’s hold and with the aura ravaging his body, Huiten raised his sword and activated his aura once again. He tried to swing his blade down upon his captor.

“Not so fast!” Tunka bellowed, grabbing Huiten’s sword arm and snapping his wrist.

“Urgh!”

Tunka grinned savagely, then punched the duke in the face.

Bam!

“Guh!”

“Bwa ha ha ha ha! You’re nothing! The Sword of the Empire is nothing!”

Tunka sneered at the bloodied duke, whose lip had burst. He was sneering so much that it enraged the Empire’s forces, their inner turmoil sharpening to fury.

“That Whipper barbarian has the audacity to mock the Sword of the Empire?!” shouted the captain of the third knight brigade, who was heading toward Myple Castle’s gate. He spun around and ordered, “Save His Grace!”

“Yes, sir!”

“Y-you barbarians! Stop right there!”

The third knight brigade moved out with their captain to rescue Huiten, their commanding officer and the glorious Sword of the Empire. Even half of the first knight brigade followed them after hearing their vice-captain’s orders.

“Soldiers, stay alert! We knights will rescue His Grace and punish those two barbarians!”

The vice-captain of the first knight brigade, who stayed behind with the rest of the soldiers, tried to encourage them.

“Let’s open the gate for His Grace to see when he returns!”

The imperial soldiers loosed battle cries as they stormed the narrow pathway once again. They looked like a human tsunami.

“Block them! Stab them with your spears!”

“Lieutenant Colonel! So many enemies are coming at us that the injured ones just get pushed our way!”

“Resist! We need to stand strong until the commander gets back!”

The scene at Myple Castle’s gate was complete mayhem.

At the same time, the Empire’s mages were far from idle; they were conjuring water in an attempt to extinguish the wall of fire.

“Lady Rosalyn!” cried one of the mages on the Whipper side. “The enemy mages are using water magic!”

Rosalyn continuously deployed fire spells to prevent the flames from going out. “Resist! Keep up your fire magic!”

With a resonant hum, top-grade magic stones circled the former Whipper mages’ heads. However, the mages were focused more on maintaining the wall of fire than on those magic stones. The enemy’s water spells seemed to be endless.

In the midst of all this, Rosalyn and Herol heard Cale’s voice. “Mobilize the warriors.”

Herol squeezed his eyes shut.

Due to the narrow entrance to Myple Castle and the defending Whipper troops, the Empire’s soldiers and half the first knight brigade couldn’t get through. Tunka and Choi Han were running away from the gate with Huiten, but their warriors were holding firm as the third knight brigade and the other half of the first knight brigade chased after the trio.

It’ll be tough for the soldiers to hold on if the warriors move out.

Herol knew Whipper’s soldiers were in a difficult spot. He slowly opened his smiling eyes and picked up a war horn. Not only was this the Whipper side’s first time using a war horn, but it was also the first time the staff would go to battle.

A long horn blast sounded over the battlefield. Tunka’s third-in-command, the spear warrior Felia, shouted in response, “Save Commander Tunka!”

The warriors peeled away from the main gate and made a beeline for Tunka and Choi Han. Herol moved toward the gate at the same time before using amplification magic to start giving orders. “Activate the first layer of defense!”

At that, the look in the eyes of the lieutenant colonels changed in a flash.

The Mogor Empire looked down on the Kingdom of the Whipper because it fought without much strategy. It called Whipper’s people a gathering of ignorant fools. However, almost three years had passed since they besieged the Magic Tower. And while the reformed kingdom was young, it had existed long enough to create a foundation.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

The soldiers activated the first layer of defense.

Herol’s voice sounded around the gate. “Hold out! Attack!”

The soldiers fought with their bows and spears despite the contradictory order. The vice-captain of the Empire’s first knight brigade saw this and said, “The warriors are gone! Sweep them away!”

The time had come for them to breach the gate. The vice-captain of the first knight brigade fully believed that the Empire’s knights would be victorious even though Whipper’s warriors had gone to aid their commander.

Dragged along by the helmeted Choi Han, Huiten glared up at him. “Just what are you planning?!” The aura running rampant inside his body was stronger than his own, and the bastard hiding it was making a slow escape on purpose.

“Your Grace!”

The Empire’s knights caught up to Choi Han and Tunka, then formed a circle around them.

“Everybody, focus on rescuing the duke!” the captain of the third knight brigade ordered. “If there’s no other way out, kill them both!”

Are you insane?! Huiten mentally asked the knight captain. Kill him? You think you can kill a swordmaster?!

Perhaps they could, but most of the attacking knights would be seriously injured. There was also Tunka to contend with, and the Whipper warriors were headed over as well. Knowing all this, Huiten had to give an order to the captain of the third knight brigade.

He needed to tell the man, Don’t step in!

Struggling to suppress the pain from Choi Han’s superior aura, he opened his mouth to speak. “Don’t—”

Wham! Tunka’s fist smashed into Huiten’s face again, eliciting a pained grunt from the duke. Then he sneered at the Empire’s knights, still running from the main gate even though he was surrounded.

“Forget the Sword of the Empire. He’s just the Weakling of the Empire.”

The knights’ eyes bulged in anger. “Y-you son of a bitch! How dare you!”

“You are surrounded!” the captain of the third knight brigade said. “Release His Grace! You will be the ones to die if we fight!”

As Choi Han’s helmeted face drew closer to Huiten, there was another blast of Whipper’s horn.

The red-eyed swordmaster grabbed Huiten by the hair and wrenched his head up. “Look.”

Now that the sky was clear again, Huiten could see everything. His eyes wavered. “N-no!”

A large white spear was cutting through the sky. It was made of the five white skeleton birds, whizzing toward one specific spot.

“Th-the alchemy tower…!”

Indeed, the tip of the white spear was pointed at a black tower. Kanell, who was at the front of that spear, bellowed, “Aim for the black tower with the lions!”

The other black towers had mages and alchemists who were focused on attacking, but the forces here were working to protect Edrich and Gronica. Thus, the dwarves were coming for this tower first. Although Kanell couldn’t see behind him, he keenly felt the emotions of the four other dwarves trailing after him on their birds. It was probably because they were aiming for the lions.

Edrich glared at him from afar.

Clenching his fists, Kanell roared, “We can do it!”

Wsssshhh…

The wind brushing past him weakened as an invisible barrier formed around him and the other dwarves, protecting their bodies. It startled him at first, but he shook it off. He could faintly sense the barrier covering the white skeleton birds and this entire spear formation.

Kanell gripped his mount’s reins. He’s here with us. That esteemed one is here!

When the dwarves first arrived at Myple Castle with Rosalyn and entered their personal chambers, Cale had introduced them to an individual who was great and mighty, but whom they wanted to avoid out of fear.

“He’ll be there with you,” Cale had said.

The dwarves controlling the birds all heard a voice in their heads. ‹I’ll help you, little dwarves!› It was the voice of a dragon, whose invisible shield had enveloped the dwarves and their mounts.

Cale had told them then, “This is an incomplete bird and not the firebird I had in mind, but it should be enough for the first battle.”

The dragon will protect our wings.

Kanell urged his mount to spread its wings, and the tip of the great spear opened up.

“Do they want to die? Crazy bastards!” The lion Edrich was astonished and contemptuous of the dwarves, who refused to disappear. “You think you can take down the Lion Tribe?! You feeble vermin only know how to make things and serve others!”


Edrich and the other lions were quickly covered by a magic shield; the Empire had chosen to protect them. The dwarves did not attack, since they would get hurt if the skeletal spear crashed into the alchemy tower. While regular bones couldn’t destroy that tower, the dwarves were keenly aware of the truth.

“Paint the bones white.”

Their mounts weren’t truly white at all—their skeletons were pitch black. The bones fortified by the necromancer Mary’s dead mana were stronger than even the black tower. Furthermore, the dwarves and the skeleton birds wouldn’t come to harm.

‹I’ll protect all you dwarves!›

The dragon was declaring his intent to keep them all safe. This was a new experience for the dwarves, as a dragon had never protected them before.

Edrich spat, “If you want to die, just kill yourselves, you stupid dwarves!”

Kanell answered by shouting at the top of his lungs. He had never screamed so loud before in his life, but he wanted everybody around them to hear him. “You dumbass lion bastards! I’ll make you fall!”

His cry made it difficult for the lions to hear the pale mage gawking at the spear. “Th-there’s a big barrier protecting those birds!”

“What?!”

The alchemists and lions responded too late.

Boooooooom! The white spear pierced through the alchemy tower.

Both the birds and the dwarves controlling it were unscathed, thanks to the dragon’s barrier. Floating in the air and armed with flight and shield magic, the dwarf chief laughed at the lions as they fell. Then he shouted again. “One more!”

This was just the beginning. The dwarves could feel the strength of their dragon companion, and they realized just how strong the necromancer’s creations were. They had nothing to fear.

As Kanell’s bird opened its wings, he let out the cry that welled up within him. “The sky is ours!”

Baaaaaang! Baaaaang!

One by one, the black towers succumbed to their assault, and Huiten could only watch it happen with a blank stare. However, his head snapped down before he could see all seven towers crumbling to the ground. There was black blood flowing out of his mouth, and the helmeted swordsman was staring at him.

The red-eyed Choi Han said deliberately, “I brought them here on purpose.”

Huiten gasped. Choi Han was saying he had lured the third and first knight brigades here. Beyond his captor, Huiten could see Myple Castle.

Whipper’s horn blared, and all the fight left Huiten at once. Magic spells were shooting up from the fortress.

Once dozens of offensive spells had reached the sky, Rosalyn gave her command from the top of the walls. “All units, attack!”

Something was happening to the top-grade magic stones—the ones that had floated above the former Whipper mages’ heads as they fed the wall of fire. Those magic stones emitted a bright light as cracks formed on the surface, until at last they shattered.

Magic was the Kingdom of the Whipper’s other strength, its once-dominating power. These spells were the true essence of the mages who had dedicated themselves to decades of research, and now they launched through the sky toward a single area.

Their spells surged forth, away from the decimated black towers and the heat of the battle. They were headed for the spot where only the Empire’s knights and Whipper’s warriors were currently located—as well as Huiten himself.

Huiten shut his eyes. He could hear Tunka’s crazed voice.

“There is no class or elegance in hell. War is hell.”

Then the Kingdom of the Whipper’s spells made impact.

Baaaaang! Baaaaang! Bang, baaaaaaaaaaang!

The duke was hurled to the ground. By the time he opened his eyes, his surroundings had been reduced to ashes by magic.

“Ahhh! Our magically fortified armor!”

“Put up your shields!”

The desperate shouts of the Empire’s knights cut through the explosions. While their armor had been fortified with high-grade magic stones, it couldn’t compare to spells cast with top-grade magic stones and techniques developed from decades of condensing magic into its essence. The knights who persisted with their shields and destroyed armor were like poor souls who had fallen into the depths of hell.

Yet somebody on the battlefield was used to this kind of fight: Whipper’s warriors.

“Rip them to pieces!” Tunka roared. “Kill them all! Don’t stop!”

The warriors, who had magic resistance, charged through the volatile battlefield. There were so many volleys of spells that some were still landing. Those warriors who weren’t fully resistant to magic like Tunka were wounded and bleeding, yet they loosed mad cries and laughter as they sprinted toward the Empire’s knights.

“Look! All that’s left in the end is the human body!” Tunka said as he grabbed some knights by their necks and flung them to the ground.

The Whipper warriors slaughtered the Empire’s knights with their ignorant and primitive methods. They did it by hand if their weapons broke, and they used their heads or legs if their hands were blocked.

“Kill them!”

Tunka’s cry brought the warriors into the hellish pit of fire as if they were possessed.

The Empire’s mages couldn’t help the knights. They were too busy dodging the chunks of debris falling from the black towers or creating shields to protect themselves.

Lying on the ground, Huiten watched helplessly. “Ha ha ha…”

The well-trained, elegant imperial forces were nowhere in sight. Everything was destroyed. Everything was burning. The only ones moving around were the devils leaping into the fray without a thought for their lives. The beaten conductor could do naught but stare at the red-eyed swordsman who’d defeated him.

That swordsman was looking at his own conductor—the only person who remained on top of Myple Castle’s walls, the man who stood still as if time had stopped just for him: Cale Henituse.

When Cale raised a hand, Choi Han said, “Looks like this is the end.”

The first battle was over.

All the black towers had disappeared, and the Empire had lost most of its knights without managing to break through Myple Castle’s gate. Furthermore, Huiten had been taken as a prisoner of war. The Sword of the Empire, the strength of the Empire, had been destroyed.

 

***

 

Crown Prince Albert Crossman laughed from the other end of the magical video call. “The entire Western Continent is in shock.”

Cale watched him from where he leaned back on his sofa in the empty military operations room.

The first battle was over, and the people of the continent had heard some surprising news: The Mogor Empire had suffered a crushing defeat. The Empire, which was supposed to be overwhelmingly powerful, had crumbled before the Kingdom of the Whipper’s warriors.

“Rumors of Duke Huiten’s capture are spreading rapidly as well.”

“Aren’t you laughing a bit too hard?”

Cale averted his gaze from the jovial Albert, whose glibness seemed to have spread from his tongue to his entire face. Through the castle window, Cale could see the Fire of Destruction still burning strong even after all the other fires had been put out.

“Hee hee hee, isn’t our fire beautiful?”

This nutcase again… Cale ignored the fiery thunderbolt’s voice and turned his head to see Albert’s beautiful face once again.


“The Mogor Empire got in touch with us,” the prince said.

That was expected.

“They asked if we provided the Kingdom of the Whipper with mages.”

“And?”

“I told them I never did! It’s true, after all!” Albert replied cheerfully.

“That is true, although you technically gave them a vacation.”

Raon shook his head at the looks on the prince’s and Cale’s faces.

Disregarding the dragon, Cale nonchalantly added, “The results of the Empire’s battle seem to be spreading a bit too quickly, though. It’s strange.”

Albert snorted. Noticing that Cale’s gaze was calm nonetheless, he said, “Yeah, I started some rumors.”

News of the Empire’s defeat, and detailed information about it at that, had swiftly been passed on to the “people” of the Western Continent. More specifically, it was spreading to the general public and not to the rulers of each realm. Less than half a day had passed since the end of the first battle, yet the Empire’s loss was an interesting topic of conversation in each kingdom’s capital.

“This is how we make the Empire panic even more.”

“Superb, Your Highness. You’re as quick as a flying squirrel.”

Albert frowned, unable to tell if Cale was giving him a compliment or a jab. His attitude souring, he told the punk whose personality resembled his own, “You say that now, but you’ll be going to the Empire to spread the news as well, won’t you?”

As he said it, his gaze slid to the people beyond Cale.

“Well, the Sword of the Empire seems to be quite shocked, so you probably have to take care of that first.”

A man sat there, bound with all kinds of restraints and magic spells. There was no life in his eyes, as if he had aged decades over the span of a few hours. His cheeks were twitching in shock.

Huiten, the Sword of the Empire, dejectedly looked from the white-haired Cale to the crown prince, whose face was projected on the communication sphere. Choi Han, who’d had the dye magic removed, was standing behind Huiten to keep a close eye on him.

Though Huiten couldn’t utter a word because his mouth was gagged, he nevertheless let out a cry or some sort of muffled exclamation. “Mmfh… Mmfh, mmfh!”

The Kingdom of Rowoon! You Rowoon bastards were the masterminds all along! How dare you try to usurp the Empire’s position!

None of his thoughts reached them. In his resentment and incredulity, his eyes turned bloodshot.

Cale didn’t care one bit. A good person might have a guilty conscience, but both of them held positions of power and had controlled many lives during the battle. Those who had blood on their hands were pretty much the same.

Cale’s chair creaked as he stood up. He then smoothed out his priest’s vestments.

Albert gave him a gentle wave. “Do a good job spreading the news in the Empire. Let the people know that the Empire suffered a crushing defeat so they can grumble and complain to the imperial prince.”

Huiten’s whole body trembled. He couldn’t imagine a greater evil.

“That way, we can destroy the Alchemist’s Bell Tower, right?” Albert tossed out.

By now, Huiten was shaking as if he had been struck by lightning. Both Cale and Albert were looking at him.

“Don’t act so surprised. We know everything, Your Grace.” Cale pointed at his white hair and uttered a single phrase: “White Star.”

The hatred and anger in Huiten’s eyes gave way to fear—fear of an existence that could not be comprehended. How much do they know? No, what do they know? His mind drew a blank as he stared wide-eyed at Cale and Albert, but no one answered his unspoken question.

As usual, Albert hung up after saying what he wanted to say. Click.

Cale prepared to leave, giving Choi Han an order. “Lock him up.”

Huiten’s eyes never left Cale as he was dragged down to the prison. The corners of Cale’s lips slowly curved into a well-trained smile that seemed to resemble the expression of a holy priest.

He kept that smile plastered on all the way to the slums of the Mogor Empire’s capital.

 

***

 

Jem, who had been heading over to open the vegetable store in Mogor’s capital early in the morning, slowly stopped walking when he heard some voices.

“Wait, the imperial army lost?”

“The Sword of the Empire got captured? He lost to Tunka?”

Jem peered over at the alley wall and spied some ripped bits of paper. More murmurs reached his ears.

“I don’t know for sure, but didn’t you see the notice tacked up on the walls last night? It said the Empire lost.”

“I didn’t. I wasn’t walking around last night. When I went to take a look at dawn, the city guards were ripping them all down.”

Last night, each and every alley wall in the capital had had a notice posted on it: THE MOGOR EMPIRE’S CRUSHING DEFEAT!

The content was shocking. It didn’t help that the soldiers were hurriedly taking the notices down early in the morning and that the palace officials had issued no response to them.

“Did we really get beaten?”

“I don’t know.”

“Since when does the Mogor Empire suffer?”

The morning scenery should have been lively, yet it had turned more than dreary. If anything, the capital was a powder keg. There had only been bad news ever since the terrorist attack on the Church of the God of Sun, and the imperial citizens were starting to feel uneasy.

Perhaps it was a foreboding omen of ruin. Was something big going to happen to the Empire?

“They say the soldiers are looking for the people who posted those notices, right?”

“I heard they were scouring the area looking for them.”

Jem’s mouth shut tight after he saw the torn notices on the walls, and he hurriedly walked off. There was a place he had to visit before opening the vegetable shop. He passed by the business district and headed for the slums, furtively scanning the surrounding area.

There were many people like him out and about. They all looked ordinary, if a bit shabbily dressed, and their hasty steps suggested they were briefly stopping by on their way to work. Also, they all had smiles on their faces.

A smile crept over Jem’s face as well. He headed for an old but clean house near the entrance to the slums, opening the creaky wooden door when he reached it.

As he entered, a middle-aged woman in the white robe of a priestess lit up at the sight of him. “Oh! Hello, Mr. Jem!” she said, clasping his hand in hers.

“Priestess, have you been well?” he asked, gentler with her than ever.

The middle-aged woman beamed and handed over a small glass bottle. The smile on Jem’s lips was bright, but it quivered a bit then.

Tearfully, Jem clutched the potion; it would help ease his daughter’s persistent cough. “Thank you, priestess. Thank you so much.”

A rumor had been secretly circulating among the people of the slums and the slums itself for a while: “Healers who cure illnesses have come.”

No one knew when or where the rumor began, but it was true. Healers in white robes had appeared and were hiding around the capital, handing out potions or providing free basic treatments that didn’t require healing abilities.

“You don’t have to use such a lofty title, Mr. Jem.”

“Priestess—no, healer, I understand.”

Although these healers wore holy vestments, they refused to be called priests or priestesses, and they didn’t have a symbol inscribed on their robes to indicate which church they followed. Jem was grateful for these people, so there was only one thing he could do.

The middle-aged woman requested a simple favor from him. “Mr. Jem, if you meet anyone who is sick or encountering difficulties, please tell them about this place.”

These healers always asked others to send the sick their way. How could such good people exist?

“Just make sure it’s done in secret. You understand, right? The Empire has been a bit noisy these days…and as you know, people like us are being heavily ostracized.”

“Yes, ma’am. I understand.”

“Thank you.” The middle-aged woman smiled bitterly. “Who can treat the sick if we’re chased out?”

Jem was moved by the benevolent priestess’s dedication to the sick even as he prepared for another long, tiring day of work. He bowed his head to her and opened the old door. “I’ll be careful and make sure they don’t find out about this place.”

“Much obliged. Goodbye, Mr. Jem.”

Creeeak, click.

The old door closed. There was no one else coming to see her.

“You’re pretty amazing, you know that?”

The middle-aged woman turned toward the source of the voice: a man descending the stairs from the second floor of the house.

“It’s nothing, my lord,” she said with a warm smile. “I’m just proud to do such good work.”

Rather than a priestess, she was the assassin Frizia.

Cale snorted and said bluntly, “Last night was your first secret mission in a while. Looks like it’s put you in high spirits.”

“Ha ha ha ha, surely not!”

Frizia awkwardly dodged Cale’s gaze. The assassin, who once sculpted a rabbit that resembled a guard dog from hell, was doing an excellent job imitating a benevolent priestess.

“You did a pretty good job writing the notice too.”

Frizia’s usual duties were praiseworthy as well. She and her subordinates had been responsible for the notices from last night.

I imagine the imperial prince is in a bit of a fix.

While the Empire’s defeat was getting a concerning amount of attention from other countries, things were probably far worse on a domestic level. Presumably, that was why Adin worked to control public information about the war—but Cale had foiled his efforts before they went anywhere.

Knowing this, Frizia was lighthearted as she said, “The imperial prince will have to do some damage control about this war soon.”

That was obvious, since he’d been the one who declared war. There was also the correspondence he’d sent to the Kingdom of the Whipper. The moment the kingdom made it public across the Western Continent, the Empire would become a laughingstock.

“He only has two options,” Frizia continued with a shrug. “One is to give up the war and concentrate on the Empire’s stability. The other is for him and his army to utterly crush the Kingdom of the Whipper to display their prowess.”

“It’ll be the latter for sure.”

“Right? Even though the Sword of the Empire has been broken, their hubris hasn’t changed.”

In that case, how would the Empire trounce Whipper? How would they reassure the people of the Empire and steady their wavering hearts?

“It seems like the imperial prince will have to enter the battlefield himself.”


“That’s right.”

The Empire needed someone more impactful than Huiten; it had to be the imperial prince.

Delighted, Frizia said, “Then the imperial prince will—”

Creeeak.

The door opened, and Frizia quickly stopped talking. Once their visitor showed themselves and the door shut, however, she picked up where she left off.

“Then the imperial prince will soon be captured at Myple Castle, right?”


Cale glanced over Frizia’s shoulder at the person standing in front of the closed door. “Exactly. He’ll be like a rat in a cage.”

And a cat would catch that rat.

The man behind Frizia watched them with a concerned look on his face. Noting as much, Cale said, “Sir Rex.”

“My lord…”

“Did you have something to say to me?”

The cat knight, Rex, had run right over the moment he heard of Cale’s arrival. He hastened to reply, “Yes, there’s something I must tell you.”

“Follow me.”

Cale led him up to the second floor, where he and Rex sat opposite each other on sofas. Rex’s fists were white-knuckled. He looked exhausted and had dark circles under his eyes, as though he’d been too worried about something to sleep.

Biting his lip under Cale’s scrutiny, he began, “Lord Cale, I…”

His mind lingered on what Cale had once said while pointing in his direction. “Sir Rex is the one who will suppress the emperor and the imperial prince and take their place.”

Rex had been blown away by that. It kept him up at night. The contents of the books Cale had given him filled his head: leadership, public administration, and the philosophy of governance. All the information Cale had told him to study was getting jumbled up in his brain.

Incidents both large and small were gradually tipping the Empire. Having noticed the shift in the air, Rex was feeling plagued by all that he’d learned. The problem was that Cale, the one person who could soothe his mental turmoil, was so busy that Rex hadn’t been able to see him until today.

Slowly, he confessed, “I don’t have what it takes to be a ruler.”

“I know.”

Rex flinched. Cale had given a simple answer to the words he’d spoken with great difficulty.

“I’m also a commoner,” he added. Someone who was neither a member of the royal family nor a noble could not become the emperor.

“I know.”

Cale spoke calmly, as if questioning why Rex would ask something so obvious. It nearly rendered Rex speechless. If Cale knew, why had he said all those things before?

“I may seem like a just person, and a little savvy at that, but I’m timid and easily frightened.”

That gave Cale pause, though it was so brief that Rex didn’t catch it. Would you look at that? he thought, eyeing Rex with an enigmatic expression.

“Yeah, you seem that way to me too.”

Rex frowned. “Then why did you choose me to…?!”

Why did you choose me to become the emperor?!

Rex, who couldn’t even utter the word “emperor” easily, was staring fiercely at Cale. He looked frightened. It wasn’t the look of someone who was unwilling, but rather the look of someone who was scared by the weight of the title.

“Flip it around.” Another casual remark from Cale that threw Rex for a loop.

“Sorry, what?”

“I said, flip it around.”

“Flip what around?”

“‘I may seem like a just person, and a little savvy at that, but I’m timid and easily frightened.’”

Rex snapped his mouth shut, and Cale smiled at his reaction. The cat knight had extremely contradictory ideas of justice when it came to himself.

“I may be timid and easily frightened, but I’m a little savvy, and…” Rex trailed off.

Although he’d been in cat form, Rex had escaped from the Alchemist’s Bell Tower without being caught. He’d persevered through his difficult upbringing in the slums, becoming a knight through sheer tenacity. Additionally, he’d organized a group and struck at the heart of the Empire without hesitation.

At length, he finished, “I am a just person.”

“That’s right. That’s you, Sir Rex.”

Rex’s face scrunched up at that. Cale, meanwhile, felt strange about this unexpected situation. How many people could call themselves smart and just? What a funny guy. He sat up in his seat, his expression unreadable.

At any rate, he’d come to the Empire to convey a message—one meant for Rex. “If you don’t want to become the emperor, you can say no.”

The cat knight’s eyes widened. Was it really all right for him to decline?

“That said, if the Alchemist’s Bell Tower is destroyed and Prince Adin falls…”

If what Sir Rex and his group desired was accomplished…

“Then the Empire will fall no matter what. It will go to utter ruin. It may even vanish completely.”

The Empire was guilty of many sins. A number of realms were out for its blood, from the Kingdom of Karo to the jungle and even to the Kingdom of the Whipper. Although there was an alliance between Karo, the four realms, and one tribe, ambition was still a scary thing.

Rex’s expression darkened. “Hm.” Even he thought that would be the worst result, yet Cale had just said it was possible.

Cale tossed a document on the table, earning a confused look from Rex once he’d read the title. With that, Cale got down to business. “The Kingdom of Rowoon has a proposal for you.”

It was an offer in which Rowoon could expand its territory without going to war, giving the Empire time to get back on its feet without being invaded by the other realms.

The front page of the document was a map; Cale pointed to one particular spot. “You see this? Right here, where the Empire’s northeastern region meets southwestern Rowoon.”

He drew a circle along the border between the Mogor Empire and the Kingdom of Rowoon. Compared to the total size of the Empire, it was quite small.

“We’ll create a free city in this spot.”

A free city. A place like Liv-An on the Eastern Continent.

“A free city?” Rex echoed, staring blankly at the unexpected development.

Cale smiled. “Yes, a free city for magic and alchemy.”

Rex’s expression changed. Rowoon’s magic and the Empire’s alchemy were the two countries’ most famous strengths.


“The Magic Tower fell, and so will the Bell Tower.”

Cale was reminded of a prior conversation with Rosalyn.

“Lord Cale, it would be great if land became available. It’s actually something I’ve needed.”

He thought about the rebirth that would come after the destruction, after the collapse. “Won’t they need a new land to live in?”

As a knight and a member of the Cat Tribe, Rex knew little about administration or politics. He could only imagine a vague concept, lacking the finer details. “When you say ‘a free city for magic and alchemy’…what do you mean by that?”

“It’s simple.” It was not, in fact—but Cale was thinking of it in simple terms. “Magic and alchemy have a lot of similarities. If we can bring people together and provide a strong foundation for them to work from, then even as a small city, it’ll have great power.”

Just then, the invisible Raon piped up, ‹Hey, human! Will Rosalyn get a new home? Let’s build one for Goldie Gramps too!›

Cale ignored Raon, which he would end up regretting in the future. Raon was dead serious.

“But, Lord Cale, why is that a good thing for the Empire and Rowoon?”

“For the city’s safety, the leadership of Rowoon and Mogor will work together to select the mayor for the first twenty years.”

The mayor, meaning the person with the most power in a city.

“Doesn’t that just mean Rowoon wants their pick for mayor so they can control the city for two decades?”

Rex was certain that, although this arrangement was being portrayed as a partnership, no recommendations would be coming from the Mogor side.

Cale nodded. “You’re right. Someone from Rowoon will be the mayor for twenty years.”

So yes, the land would belong to Rowoon for twenty years.

“After that, we guarantee that we’ll support the city in becoming a truly free place where the citizens will have a say on the leadership. All this is to be written down and announced to the people of the continent.”

Rex gaped at him, incredulous. “Just tell me flat out that you want me to give you some land.” His tone was sharp and critical. “You’re calling it an offer, but you’re basically telling me to give you land in exchange for making me the emperor.”

Cale crossed his legs and leaned back in his seat. “Well, Rowoon has the strength to do that.” Then he shook his head. “But if we did it, the Empire would disappear.”

“What?”

“Do you think the jungle, Whipper, and Karo would leave the Empire’s land alone? They’d try to make deals to steal land, just like Rowoon is, or start wars to take it by force.”

Rex was at a loss for words. The other three realms had more negative feelings toward the Empire than Rowoon did, which would prevent Rex from antagonizing Rowoon. The crazy priestess Kage had already told him about all the Empire’s misdeeds throughout the Western Continent.

“Then do you truly mean you want to turn it into a free city after your twenty years is up?”

“Yes,” Cale said plainly. “That’s the only way for the other nations to accept it.”

That was also the only way to get a Magic Tower and an Alchemist’s Bell Tower created in the city.

“The Kingdom of Rowoon plans to provide all of the foundational facilities and invest as much money as is necessary for magic and alchemy to develop in this city.”

Who would complain if Rowoon said they would help out just until the new free city was settled and offered to spend a ton of money on it?

“In fact, they’ll probably just call us stupid for dropping all that money and then bowing out in twenty years.”

“Who’s going to believe you actually plan to let go when the time comes?”


“I’m sure the other nations will ask us to make a vow to the God of Death.”

“And you intend to follow through?”

“Yes.”

Rex was dumbstruck, but Cale wasn’t done yet.

“Furthermore, we’ll be on friendly terms with the Mogor because we’ll be creating this free city together. For that reason, we will work hard to control the issues that the new Mogor has with other kingdoms.”

Rex wondered if he was hearing correctly. The rising star of the Western Continent was willing to be the sturdy shield for Mogor’s setting sun.

“We’ll also provide the funds for the Empire’s Bell Tower and for alchemy itself to stand back up.”

“Ha!” Shocked, Rex blurted out what was on his mind. “What’s left for Rowoon, then? Aren’t you just giving and giving without getting anything back?”

Cale heard Raon’s voice in his mind at that moment. ‹That’s not true, cat knight! The human and crown prince won’t just be giving! I saw the two of them laughing!›

Naturally, Cale paid him no heed. “Why do you say we’re not receiving anything in return?”

“Well, to build a city and bring in both magic and alchemy—both of which are expensive to maintain—would cost a lot of money. Where’s the benefit for you?”

Cale leisurely shook his head and answered, “It’s fine. We have a lot of money.”

Rex didn’t even have the capacity to be shocked anymore.

The Kingdom of Rowoon was a wealthy nation indeed. It had received funds for helping the Kingdom of Karo, and it would get even more from the three defeated northern kingdoms. Moreover, Rowoon would be trading food to the Kingdom of Norland up north. Rowoon had more money than ever, as well as plenty of funds scheduled to come in.

“I can’t wrap my head around this. Why would Rowoon make such an offer?”

While it might pain the Empire to give up some land, the things it would get in return were immensely valuable. It also wouldn’t need to fight a bloody war or sign a humiliating agreement. It was a matter of give-and-take.

Rex couldn’t understand Rowoon, nor did he understand Cale.

Cale keenly recalled his conversation with Prince Albert at Death Canyon, when they’d spoken in Albert’s tent. “I wish for a larger Kingdom of Rowoon.”

Unable to speak the whole truth, Cale tactfully told Rex, “First, we’ll gain power.”

He recalled what Rosalyn had said with a scoff right after the battle at Myple Castle. “Lord Cale, my former teacher told me this: The Empire is a nation where everything is above average.”

Cale, Albert, and the rest of Rowoon knew this.

Albert’s voice sounded in Cale’s mind once more. “Cale Henituse, I want to make alchemy ours.”

The first thing that they would earn was alchemy.

“Second, we’ll gain people.”

There should be many people flocking to the free city, its new Magic Tower, and its new Alchemist’s Bell Tower.

Although Cale didn’t tell Rex about it, Rowoon was planning on creating a scholarship as one of the foundational services in the free city. It would provide funds for anybody in the Western Continent who wanted to learn but did not have the means to do so. They could later choose to remain in the free city, return home, or come to Rowoon.

Whatever they decided, they would not forget Rowoon’s gesture. The mages and alchemists who would learn and grow in the free city for twenty years would remember it as the only kingdom that offered them a home and financial support.

“Third is control.”

Rex quickly understood this part. “Oh.”

The Kingdom of Rowoon would control the Magic Tower and the Alchemist’s Bell Tower for twenty years.

Both the mages of Whipper’s Magic Tower and the alchemists of Mogor’s Bell Tower had committed ample crimes. Even if the mayor wasn’t one of Rowoon’s people, Rowoon would try to control these two towers by using their sordid past as a justification. This third reason was Cale’s primary motive for moving forward with the free city plan.

It was unlikely that Rosalyn’s Magic Tower or the new Alchemist’s Bell Tower would turn to evil, but both organizations would possess technology and power. Nobody knew what they would be like in twenty years, and they needed someone to keep them in check to maintain peace.

Rex thought about the two groups that would take shelter in the free city. He knew someone from Rowoon would be taking charge of the new Magic Tower, and it seemed reasonable that the alcoholic alchemist Rei Stecker would lead the Alchemist’s Bell Tower.

In the end, Rei is also one of Lord Cale’s—no, one of Rowoon’s people.

Rex’s eyes wavered. “Rowoon’s influence will be strong even after you take your hands off the city twenty years later.”

With a smile, Cale calmly explained, “Conquest is not the only way to expand one’s territory.”

The Kingdom of Rowoon’s territory would be a bit larger for twenty years, and there were three things they wanted during that time: strength, people, and control.

“The northern kingdoms and the jungle are large in their own right, yet no one fears or respects them.”

The three northern kingdoms and the jungle encompassed much more land than the other realms. The jungle especially had holdings that were multiple times the size of the Empire’s territories.

“The Empire was always the exception.”


Many nations across the Western Continent feared and respected the Empire.

“That’s because the Empire had a lot of strength, plenty of people connected to it, and a role as the ‘control tower.’”

Until recently, that had been the case. Rex’s mind turned from the Empire of the past to the future—to this new nation that seemed poised to replace it. The Kingdom of Rowoon… Its goal was not to expand its territory for twenty years.

Cale had no issues expressing what they actually hoped to achieve in that time. “Our influence will become greater.”

Rowoon sought the power to influence the Western Continent. Influence was a different name for political sway, a potent power that could not be seen but absolutely existed.

“Rowoon will have access to a lot of power, there will be people connected to us throughout the continent, and we’ll have control over two strong organizations.”

In twenty years, there would be people talking about the Kingdom of Rowoon as Rosalyn’s teacher had talked about the Empire.

“That is the greater Rowoon we desire.”

If that happened, then the eastern Kingdom of Rowoon would become the Rowoon Empire. The Land of Boulders would have the might to match its hardiness and storied history. Its name would reach the hearts of the people throughout the continent. People everywhere would fear and respect the Rowoon Empire. That was the way to expand the Kingdom of Rowoon’s territory.

The benefits of the free city aren’t limited to an international scale either, Rex realized.

Rowoon’s technology and culture would develop at an explosive rate through its proximity to the free city. That would serve to improve the quality of life for its citizens and change their mindset, and there was no other organization in Rowoon to prevent that.

It’s not as if they have a national religion, like the Empire does.

The Kingdom of Rowoon had freedom of religion. Furthermore, it was a kingdom where all sorts of races lived, from tigers to dark elves. Numerous smaller elements would form an explosive union to help the kingdom grow.

All that is possible when there’s no war.

They needed at least twenty years of peace.

Brimming with certainty, Cale watched as Rex gingerly opened his mouth to speak. “I’m envious.” He could see Rowoon’s dazzling growth in the future.

“Why? Do you think it’s impossible for the new Mogor?”

Rex lowered his head, looking down at his scarred hands. “It started with the terror incident and the corruption of the Church of the God of Sun. Soon, the terrible truth about the Alchemist’s Bell Tower and the imperial family will come to light. The Bell Tower will be destroyed, and the Empire will lose power.” He reached out and picked up the document Cale had handed over. “Of course, we’ll gain a new church and a new form of alchemy if we accept Rowoon’s proposal.”

The new Church of the God of Sun would put the citizens at ease. Rowoon would help with maintaining the practice of alchemy and prevent any foreign kingdoms from trying to invade the new Mogor.

Rex’s concerns lay elsewhere. Frowning, he asked Cale, “Do you think the citizens can still love their nation after they learn of the transgressions committed by the Bell Tower and the Empire? Can they be proud of the place they call home?”

Would the Empire stay the same in the citizens’ minds once the imperial family, alchemy, and their religion were gone?

“They’ll feel like their home has disappeared.”

Rex believed that a home wasn’t just a piece of land with a name. My nation. My hometown. The land I’m proud to call the place I was born and raised. That was what he considered to be a home.

Once their hearts were broken, would Mogor’s people have the strength left to help their home recover? Rex had no way of knowing.

Watching the downcast cat knight, Cale had a profound expression on his face. Rex had surprised him. He’s better than I expected.

Rex knew what was important. Cale was thinking that he made the right decision by making him study those books. Maybe Rex had managed to do everything he had done until now because of Cale’s choice.

And so, Cale said to the knight with his head down, “I see the real one.”

Rex slowly looked up. “Say again?”

Cale wasn’t smiling, but he wore a look of absolute certainty. “The real one.”

“The real what?”

Cavalier as ever, Cale said, “The real pride of the Empire.”

Rex gasped.

“You all put your lives on the line,” Cale added. Though it was partly for revenge, Rex and his group had set out to correct the Empire’s wrongs and expose the truth to its people. “Isn’t that the true Mogor?”

Rex’s breath caught in his throat, earning a smile from Cale. He had dragged Rex into this operation so he could inform Mogor’s citizens what was going on.

Cale rose from his seat, then pointed to the proposal in Rex’s grasp. “You can reject the offer,” he told the bewildered cat knight. “That’s why it’s called an offer, not a—”

Bang, bang, bang!

Someone pounded loudly on the door to the second floor. Cale glanced at it, and another series of knocks came from the other side.

Startled, Rex sprang to his feet. “Y-yes?!”

“My lord!” came a voice from outside the door. “It’s me, Bilose!”

Bilose from Flynn Merchant Fleets had arrived. Judging by the way he was panting, he’d come on urgent business.

What is going on? Cale wondered. He walked over and grabbed the doorknob.

At the same time, Raon piped up, ‹Human, human! We have a message from the crown prince!›

A message had been left on the communication device. When Cale heard it was from Albert, his hand froze on the doorknob.

“My lord, please!”

Cale opened the door, revealing the merchant on the other side.

Bilose, who looked to have rushed right over, couldn’t even catch his breath as he blurted out, “The imperial prince and the vice-master of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower are heading to the western border!”

Cale’s face brightened, only to immediately crumple like a wet tissue.

‹Human, the message says the imperial prince asked for reinforcements!› Raon reported. ‹He also said, “They’re looking for you, Cale!” Doesn’t that mean the imperial prince is looking for you?›

Damn it.

Cale’s scowl only deepened. “Now what the hell is going on?”




Chapter 63:
A One-Man Show

 

“WHAT ELSE?” Albert asked, his sunny smile visible on the other side of the screen. “You’re screwed.”

Cale sighed, sweeping both hands down his face. Albert was obviously enjoying himself as he merrily proclaimed Cale’s doom. Rex and Bilose blanched as they gawked at the black dragon patting Cale’s leg.

“Human! Do you not want to see the imperial prince? Cheer up!”

Raon’s chubby forepaw kept on tapping away. Sir Rex and Bilose just turned away in shock.

“It’s a dragon. Talk about a golden opportunity…” Bilose was mumbling on and on, but nobody paid any attention to him.

Albert chuckled and shook his head. “This is bad. The imperial prince is asking for you. You received a medal of honor, which basically makes you an honorary citizen of the Empire. Shouldn’t you go?”

Cale was itching to say Damn it all! but he held his tongue.

“It seems he’s in quite a rush,” Albert added. “He needs you to put out the fire.”

So that was the reason; the Empire was looking for Cale because of the fire at Myple Castle. The pillar of flame that Cale’s Fire of Destruction had ignited in front of the fortress was still burning strong.

The Empire knew about the pillars of fire in Death Canyon and the Kingdom of Brek. Since Rosalyn had been at Death Canyon and with the Whipper forces who’d started the wall of fire, the Empire was afraid something similar might happen there. Seeing as Cale had put out the alchemical fire in the jungle, Adin was summoning him to take care of this one.

“It’s not like I can say no,” Cale all but sighed.

“Um, why can’t you?” Rex asked timidly.

Cale shrugged and explained, “If I don’t go, it’ll arouse suspicion. They’ll assume Rowoon is supporting the Kingdom of the Whipper.”

The Mogor Empire was already pressuring the Kingdom of Brek. The kingdom’s insistence that Rosalyn had long been kicked out of the royal family and that she had nothing to do with them only fueled the Empire’s suspicions—not that anything could be done about it without proof.

“Hm, that is tricky.”

“Exactly.”

Rex, Cale, and the pale Bilose all nodded in agreement, but then…

“You don’t have to go.”

“Excuse me?”

“Miss Rosalyn has some precious footage, you see,” Albert said cheerfully.

“She does?”

“Yes, and I have a copy of it too. The imperial prince understood once I showed it to him.”

What could it be? Cale wondered, feeling a familiar chill down his spine.

Albert was calm as he said, “She recorded you sick in bed in that inn on the Eastern Continent.”

Cale frowned. Oh. Albert was referring to the time he’d been shivering and coughing up blood after earning the Sky-Devouring Water. Ron had shown Rosalyn a short glimpse of his suffering when she called.

When did she record that? More importantly, why did she record that?

As the shock registered on Cale’s face, Raon shouted, “I didn’t see it! My eyes were closed, so I couldn’t see it!”

“It has been erased, Raon,” Albert told him. “Unfortunately.”

Erased, my ass. Both Rosalyn and Albert still had the footage, but Albert brushed it off because he knew it wasn’t something to show to a six-year-old, even if that six-year-old was a dragon. Unable to sense anything but sound at the time, Raon hadn’t witnessed Cale’s agony.

“That’s too bad!”

Cale observed the conversation between the crown prince and the dragon in disbelief.

Then Albert met his gaze and said happily, “I told the imperial prince you’re recovering and in a lot of pain. He seemed aghast at the notion and said he hopes you survive so he can see your smiling face again.”

While Albert didn’t like that footage one bit, he couldn’t forget the way the imperial prince reeled at the news. Anyone would have reacted the same way.

“Now I see what kind of sacrifice Rowoon’s hero had to make to protect his kingdom,” Adin had said with great melancholy.

“We cannot forget all his valuable sacrifices,” Albert had replied. “The Kingdom of Rowoon will protect Commander Cale so that he may focus on his recovery.”

“I understand. I fully accept Rowoon’s decision.”

Albert told the grimacing Cale, “So, no need to worry about the imperial prince. He couldn’t possibly imagine you’ll be helping the Kingdom of the Whipper.”

“We can’t do that.”

Taken aback, Albert watched Cale’s lips quirk up—as if he hadn’t looked miserable moments ago. “You’re going to go?” he asked before he could help himself. Was Cale really going to the Empire to see the imperial prince?

“That’s right.” Cale heard Albert gasp, but he kept his cool. “What would the Empire’s people think of me if I went to help them even when I was in so much pain?”

They would believe he was not just an honorary citizen but someone who truly loved the Empire.

“You sly bastard.”

Cale turned away and looked at Bilose, who was still dumbstruck. “Bilose,” he snapped. “When do they say the Bell Tower’s vice-master and the imperial prince are planning to leave?”

Recalling what he’d heard, Bilose hastened to reply, “Within the next week, my lord. That’s my guess based on how they were packing the supplies.”

He had used his network as a merchant—plus a little bribery—to find information on the military supplies when he first learned about this. It was not a secret.

“Word has it that it’s already decided, and they’ll be announcing it soon. They need to reassure the citizens, after all.”

“And Vice-Master Metelona is going without her superior?”

“Yes, sir, though other alchemists will be tagging along.”

At that, Albert locked eyes with Cale.

“We never seem to see the Bell Tower’s master.”

“No, we don’t.”


The master of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower had never publicly shown himself after taking on his disciple from the slums.

“In any case, isn’t the vice-master the leader of the Bell Tower at present?” Albert asked.

“I believe so,” Cale replied.

“And she’ll be out of the capital during the war.”

“So no one will be home.”

Although they didn’t know where the tower master was, the effective leaders—Adin and Metelona—would be leaving the capital. Well, the emperor would still be there, but he was the ruler in name only.

Cale’s eyes fell on Rex. “If no one’s home, that means we can break in and loot.”

Rex shivered in response.

“Are we looting again? We always loot whenever we come to the Empire! Let’s loot everything!”

Silence filled the room after the six-year-old dragon’s shout. Holding back a sigh, Cale shook his head. “It’s not like that.”

“It’s not, human?”

“No.”

“Then what is it?”

Cale laid a hand on Rex’s shoulder and gave him a gentle pat. “Let’s kneel for a bit.”

“Huh?”

Rex’s eyes wavered, but Cale’s gaze was firm. “Get some people together.”

“Pardon?”

“I’ll send you the signal within a week, so gather a couple people who’ll be willing to kneel.”

“Excuse me, sir…?”

They needed to make their move while the Empire’s self-proclaimed owners were away. The moment these poor or average citizens knelt in front of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower, they would take the first step toward its destruction.

“You know the way, don’t you?”

By this point, Rex was fully flustered by this incomprehensible topic change. “What way is that?”

“The path you used to escape from the Bell Tower,” Cale said, dead serious.

Rex’s face stiffened. Cale was referring to the filthy, scary route Rex took in cat form when he fled, leaving his siblings behind. It was one of the underground sewer lines leading out of the Bell Tower, and the sewers were littered with corpses.

“I’m sure you remember it.”

The secret way in and out of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower? Of course he did.

After his escape, Rex had stayed in a house in the slums and in tunnels. He returned to that route once he’d resolved to get revenge for his siblings and reveal the truth to the world; this was before he decided to become a knight. Only then did he discover that there were guards watching the sewers, and newly installed iron bars made the entryway harder to squeeze through. He’d grown enough in his few years away that he couldn’t fit anymore, and he hated himself for that. He cursed himself for not coming sooner. If he had, maybe he could’ve seen his siblings one last time.

“I can’t fit there anymore even in my cat form.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It’ll be narrow for your two cats as well.”

“That’s fine,” Cale said, confidently brushing off Rex’s concern. “Would a rat fit in there?”

“I suppose so?”

“Then that’s enough.” Cale knew a rat who was a coward but always obeyed orders: the half dwarf, half rat named Müller. Despite being a half-blood, he had a rat form he could change into.

“You must be Sir Rex,” Albert interjected then. He knew the man’s face, but he’d been pretending not to.

Clenching Rowoon’s proposal in hand, Rex began, “Your Highness—”

“No pressure,” Albert said, flashing a princely smile. “Just think it over. Nobody is forcing you.”

Rex wore a complicated expression after seeing the warm, majestic smile on Albert’s face. “Your Highness, I…” He let his head droop. “There are many things to consider, but the trait of a regal bloodline is the biggest issue.”

Raising his head once more, he gazed at Albert’s hair through the screen. It was a beautiful blond color that shone like the sun.

“I don’t know if the imperial citizens would accept a ruler without golden eyes.”

At the mention of golden features, Albert’s smile twitched. It was well known that Rowoon’s royal family, the Crossmans, had been beloved by the God of Sun since long ago. Their flaxen hair was the symbol of that love, a golden glow marking them as royalty.

“I guess the Empire does put an emphasis on gold as well.”

The Mogor Empire worshipped the God of Sun as their national religion and had a story similar to that of Rowoon. Mogor’s imperial family had eyes that glowed gold in the sun—and only in the sun. It didn’t matter what color their eyes were most of the time; the fact that they only glowed gold in those heavenly rays had been a reliable source of support for the imperial family. It was the signature trait of their bloodline.

Then Bilose chimed in, “But hasn’t that symbol existed much longer in the Kingdom of Rowoon?”

Rowoon had the longest history on the Western Continent. Its citizens, like Bilose, believed that the symbol of the sun had originated in Rowoon before being stolen by the Empire.

“Sir Rex.”

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“What’s on the outside doesn’t matter. Besides, history is meant to be changed. There’s no need to dwell on the past.”

When Albert declared that his appearance wouldn’t detract from his candidacy, Rex bit his lip. It bolstered his confidence to hear the prince, who seemed to fit the position better than anyone else and was practically destined to be a leader, try to cheer him up.

No need to dwell on the past, Rex repeated to himself.

At the same time, Albert locked eyes with Cale and shrugged. Albert himself was a quarter dark elf. He cared more about appearances than anyone else and was hiding his true form. In truth, the words he’d uttered to Rex were also meant for himself. Knowing as much, Cale gave the prince a subtle nod.

Once the room had quieted down, Cale said, “I’ll be hanging up now. I’m busy, Your Highness.”

He truly was. He had to hurry up and prepare before heading back to Myple Castle.

 

***

 

Flash!

Cale stepped out of the teleportation circle once the bright light had disappeared. Rosalyn and Choi Han stood there to receive him.

“Lord Cale!”

“Mr. Cale.”

Chief Officer Herol was with them as well, and Raon was naturally in his invisible state.

Brimming with urgency, Rosalyn said, “I heard that the imperial prince and the vice-master were heading here. But are you really going to the Empire’s side? Are you going to help them?”

A sober look from Cale prompted her to stop talking. Though his hair was currently white, she could see the momentary glimmer of his bloodred locks.

“Yes, I’ll be going to the Empire.”

Rosalyn opened and closed her mouth a few times before she finally managed to reply. “I thought you were going to show the Empire a sea of fire?” Bewilderment leaked into her voice as she added, “Yet you’ll also be putting the fire out?”

She didn’t understand. Cale had been the one to start the fire, and he would also be the one to extinguish it.

Choi Han didn’t speak up, but his eyes wavered.

Though Cale was flustered himself, he eventually had to answer her. “Yes, I’m doing it all.”

He would run a one-man show, performing every damn role there was.

Cale’s declaration had Rosalyn, Choi Han, and Herol at a loss for words. He nodded, silently siding with them. Even I can tell this is crazy. But what else could he do? This was the best way to stab the imperial prince in the back.

‹Human, human! Why aren’t you telling them about the kidnapping you discussed with the crown prince?›

Cale pretended not to hear Raon and calmly told the trio, “Don’t worry. I won’t get caught.” He wasn’t like Choi Han; he could handle that much acting.

“That’s not the problem!”

Cale’s eyes snapped to Rosalyn, who was frowning at him. “What?” If that wasn’t it, then what was the issue? He needed clarification.

Bang!

The door to the teleportation room burst open, and Tunka stormed in. “You, you…!” The hulking man looked around until he made eye contact with Cale, then shouted, “Why are you trying to go into the lion’s den alone?!”

Huh? Cale was flustered all over again.

“Why?! I’m asking why you need to go to the most dangerous place all by yourself! Do you wanna die?”

Of course not. Cale wondered what had Tunka so heated, yet his utter nonchalance only stoked the barbarian’s agitation.

Here Cale was, acting like he didn’t know anything! Tunka was certain Cale was only pretending everything was fine. There was no way a guy that smart could be so ignorant.

He wants to go to the Empire, where the imperial prince and the alchemists’ vice-master are, on his own? That was beyond dangerous. If Cale slipped up and showed the slightest weakness, his life could be snuffed out like a candle in a storm.

“I may be an idiot, but you’re even more of an idiot!” Tunka barked at Cale, who was maintaining his look of innocence.

An unpleasant feeling came over Cale. Damn. He tried to say something, but Herol stepped in.

“Commander Tunka, please calm down.” Once Tunka had settled, Herol turned his gaze on Cale. His eyes blazed so fiercely that it startled Cale, making him uneasy. “Commander Cale, I’m sure you’re tired from going to the Empire, so please get some rest.”

His tone sounded normal, at least.

Cale relaxed and was about to nod when the chief officer added, “And as for your espionage strategy, we’ll definitely remember your sacrifice. The soldiers don’t know about it yet, but you’ll be etched in history for all of Whipper’s citizens to remember forever. Our kingdom will defeat the Empire and take the imperial prince’s head for you.”

Hmm?

“Whipper will smile as we go into that pit of fire you’re so boldly entering first.”

Wait, why would I go into a pit of fire? Why is he so vicious?!

Cale had a lot to say, but Herol was so fast that he couldn’t get any words out.

“Goodbye, then.”

Herol bowed before dragging Tunka out of the room. The commander let out a deep sigh, his shoulders hunched as he grumbled and followed him out. The door shut behind them with a clack.

Now only Choi Han, Rosalyn, and the invisible Raon were left with Cale.

Why are they making such a fuss?

Cale’s eyes lingered on the door as he grasped for understanding. Rosalyn glanced at Choi Han when she saw this, silently asking what they could do.

Choi Han gave a slight shake of his head, then said, “Mr. Cale, am I going with you?”

“No.”

That was to be expected. Choi Han realized that he’d need to stay with the Kingdom of the Whipper as the helmeted swordsman.

“Then Raon will be with you, right, Mr. Cale?”

The invisible Raon answered that question. “Of course I’ll be with the human! You don’t have to worry about that!”


Choi Han and Rosalyn nodded, their expressions of worry giving way to relief. As long as Raon was with him, Cale would be fine no matter what happened, whether he used the Ancient Powers or encountered danger.

Cale gave them bitter looks and nonchalantly said, “Raon.”

“What’s up? Just say the word!”

“I need to call the imperial prince.”

Everyone’s demeanor shifted at that.

“Can you make it look like I’m in the Henituse territory when you connect the call?”

“It’ll be as easy as apple pie for the great and mighty Raon Mir!”

“Amazing.”

“That’s right! I’m the amazing Raon Mir!”

Raon fluttered his wings at Cale’s praise, but Rosalyn and Choi Han couldn’t hide their anxiety. Rosalyn’s eyes glinted as her thoughts raced. Adin was not an easy person to deal with.

“What will you do from here, Lord Cale?”

“Lie down.”

“Sorry…?”

Cale brushed his face, which had turned so pale it was nearly blue. Sick people were supposed to lie down.

 

***

 

“I apologize for greeting you in such a state… Haah.”

Cale punctuated every sentence with a weighty sigh, making it seem like even speaking was difficult for him. His sigh sounded especially loud in the quiet room.

“No need. Are you feeling a bit better?”

Adin peered at Cale from the communication device. His usual fabricated expression was missing; he seemed genuinely concerned.

It’s serious.

Cale looked to be in poor condition. What Adin could see through the screen was one wall of a basic, simple room, with Cale lying in bed and Choi Han helping him sit up.

“I ask for your understanding for looking as shabby as I do.” Cale slowly lowered his head, then raised it with some effort. “I didn’t think it would be good for Rowoon’s citizens—no, the three northern kingdoms—to learn about my current situation.”

“I understand your desire to prioritize your kingdom.”

“Thank you very much.”

Adin studied Cale’s face. He’s quite pale. The man is really ill.

He wasn’t faking it; Adin could at least be certain about that. Nor was any magic being used to give him a sickly pallor.

He’s telling the truth.

Adin’s gaze moved to Choi Han. This man was the youngest swordmaster. The Empire was so wary of this powerful fighter, who’d appeared on the continent out of the blue, that he’d made it onto their watch list.

His worry is too realistic for it to be an act.

Choi Han said nothing as he helped Cale sit up, but his fretful gaze betrayed his confusion and concern for his companion. Adin was good at reading others’ emotions because he had practically none himself. Yet even his adept observation skills told him that Choi Han was honestly fretting over Cale.

This also makes it very likely that they’re telling the truth. That, in turn, lessened the chances of Cale being the mystery person in the brown robe at Myple Castle.

Adin had heard everything about the battle. The one they had to keep an eye out for wasn’t Brek, Rosalyn, or even the dwarves. It was that brown-robed figure. This person had an Ancient Power—a fire Ancient Power, and one that wouldn’t go out. Popping up out of nowhere, they kept their appearance hidden beneath the robe.

The Empire had placed Cale on their list of potential suspects because Rosalyn, one of his associates, had been there with the figure, and also because of the fact that an Ancient Power was involved. Yet seeing Cale in his current state cut Adin’s suspicion in half, considering the Empire’s mages had reported that the figure was unharmed after unleashing the Ancient Power.

I’m relieved.

The Cale in front of him, as well as the one he had seen in Albert’s video, looked to be teetering on the brink of death. He might die soon.

While Adin was comforted by the idea that Cale wasn’t his enemy, if he also possessed a fire Ancient Power… We would need to kill him. Cale was known to have three Ancient Powers: the shield, water, and stone spears. It would be bad for White Star if he managed to get another one.

Eyeing Cale with genuine concern, Adin said, “Wouldn’t it be too much for you to participate in the war?”

“I’m fine.”

Like hell you are.

Adin was concerned about Cale, in a sense. It’ll make things complicated if he dies during our war. He needed to die later.

He recalled what the master of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower had told him. “You’re saying that this person, this Cale Henituse, has three Ancient Powers? Huh, too bad.” Looking sorrowful, the master had added, “He’s going to die soon.”

Cale would soon explode and die from the clash of Ancient Powers inside him, and with him gone, Rowoon’s growth would screech to a halt.

How delightful.

Adin relished the thought. Still, he just hoped this weak man wouldn’t pass away in the Empire. That would instantly sour the relationship between Mogor and Rowoon.

The master of the tower’s voice echoed in his mind again. “He’ll probably die after using his Ancient Powers a few more times. How sad.”

While the alchemist found the prospect dismal, Adin was thrilled by it. He affected a gentle voice as he told Cale what he wanted. “Thank you for your willingness to come to the Empire’s aid despite your injuries. I do not wish to ask you for a lot, especially when you are in so much pain.”

He paused to watch Cale draw one shallow breath after another.

“I hope you can use your strength to help us just once in order to put out the fire. Just once.”

For this one instance, the Empire would be happy to put out the fire without using magic or alchemy. And I’ll be happy if I can get him to die a bit sooner. It would be killing two birds with one stone.

“It’s all right. I can use my powers for the Empire as much as you want. Our nations are good friends, and I personally wish to come to your aid after you so graciously gave me a medal of honor.”

Adin had to hold back from laughing at Cale Henituse, this noble hero. That “heroic” mindset is useless.

Objectively speaking, people were emotional creatures who sometimes put their lives on the line for trivial things. Like Cale, who declared that he would recover as much as he could and come as quickly as possible. Be it for country, for people, for fame, or even for justice, Adin believed those who charged ahead without regard for their limits were fools. His eyes, brown now that he was out of the sun, were locked on Cale.

“I will not forget your sacrificial mindset.” And he wouldn’t, but only because he found it amusing to watch people die performing such sacrifices. “Now then, I look forward to seeing you soon.”

“Yes, Your Imperial Highness. I’ll see you in a few days.”

Cale bowed, and the call was terminated. That was his first call with Adin over and done with.

Choi Han watched, still visibly concerned, as Cale raised his head. Cale’s gaze slid back toward video communication device that had just broadcast Adin’s face. The sphere was no longer lit, but Cale was actually looking beyond it.

“I believe you saw everything.”

There was something behind the switched-off device; a second communication device had been placed there. The person on the other side of that call had watched and heard Cale’s entire conversation with Adin. The man on-screen brushed back his shoulder-length hair as Cale uttered his name.

“Isn’t that right, Prince Valentino?”

Prince Valentino of the Kingdom of Karo did nothing to conceal his rage. He glared viciously at the inactive communication sphere in front of him and said, “See you soon, Commander.”

Karo was responsible for sending priests from light-aligned faiths to the Empire’s aid. It was widely known that Valentino would personally be leading the priests there for his close friend Adin. Cale and Valentino would then meet with Adin in the Empire.

“Yes, Your Highness. I shall see you there.”

“I know you’re in pain, so don’t overdo it. Goodbye.” After that, Valentino hung up the call.

Cale rose from his seat and headed past both the device he’d used to speak with Adin and the one for Valentino. A flabbergasted Rosalyn and an excited Raon sat there, with a third communication sphere in front of them. Cale picked it up and looked at yet another caller, the only one besides those in this room who had seen everything else prior.

Cale addressed him by name. “Clope.”

The white-haired man on the screen smiled warmly at him. “Yes, Lord Cale?”

“You heard all that?”

Clope nodded. “Yes, my lord. Of course I did.”

“Then go pretend to be me,” Cale ordered. By that, he meant the brown-robed, white-haired priest.

Clope, who almost perfectly matched that description, beamed brighter. “Anything for you, Lord Cale. As long as it’s an order from the one and only Lord Cale on this continent, I shall do my best to pretend to be you, even though I know I’m not worthy.”

Uh, something feels off.

Cale assumed it would be fine, but he felt iffy about Clope’s response and gave him a once-over. The madman only smiled wider and laughed, tugging a sigh from Cale.

“It looks like the end is near for the imperial prince,” Clope said.

That much was obvious.

 

***

 

If Cale wanted to make Clope’s obvious remark a reality, he had to use his time wisely. At the moment, he was standing atop one of Myple Castle’s walls, looking out over the area.

“Comman—I mean, Father.”

“Ah, Chief Officer Herol.” As Herol approached, Cale pointed to the person beside him. “This Guardian Knight Clope.”

Herol gasped at the sight of the white-haired man with a concerned look on his face.

This was the Guardian Knight of the north, the former symbol of the defeated Indomitable Alliance. It was already well known that he’d surrendered to Rowoon, but Herol couldn’t stop himself from feeling anxious around him.

He’s a swordmaster, and he was captain of the wyvern knight brigade.

Although this Guardian Knight may have fallen to the miraculous strength of the Kingdom of Rowoon and its very own House Henituse, Clope’s strength was still real and valid. Herol respectfully greeted this powerful fighter, who had come to help the Kingdom of the Whipper.

“It is an honor to meet you, Sir Guardian Knight.”

Clope smiled at him, and even his smile had such knightly dignity and elegance that it made Herol gasp. The man seemed to possess even more class than their prisoner, Huiten. At last, Herol could understand why the people of Faern held their Guardian Knight in such high regard.

That sacred knight proudly remarked, “How could someone as lowly as myself say no to the great and mighty Lord Cale’s request?”

Herol recoiled, but Clope didn’t care; he smiled even wider.

“In fact, I’m absolutely delighted that I can assist him in creating his legend.”

Legend?

Herol’s composure crumbled, but Clope held as firm as a boulder.

“For me to impersonate Lord Cale… My heart is pounding just thinking about how my name will go down as a part of his legend!”

Shaken, Herol searched Cale’s face for answers, but the man avoided his gaze. Herol thought very carefully about his next words, every bit the chief who was used to serving a troublemaker like Tunka. “The Kingdom of the Whipper is merely thankful that you, a swordmaster and captain of the wyvern knight brigade, have come to help us.”

Hearing a snicker, Herol looked back at Clope with wide eyes. The Guardian Knight held up a hand—the one not holding his cane—and replied, “I apologize. I suddenly felt the need to laugh.”

Though he said as much, Clope was barely keeping it together, racked with suppressed giggles. Herol felt his temper flare, but he calmed himself at the sight of Clope’s genuine remorse and Cale glaring at the Guardian Knight like he was stupid.

Clope and Cale made eye contact then, and the Guardian Knight recalled his conversation with Cale through the communication device yesterday.

“Clope, the people of the Western Continent still believe you’re a swordmaster and can control the wyverns. Isn’t that right?”

I knew it! Just as I suspected!

When Cale had said that, Clope hadn’t been able to conceal his joy. He could no longer use his aura because of the ticking time bombs he had for arms and legs. And controlling the wyverns? That was a lie they had spread throughout the continent from the beginning. Nevertheless, most people still believed his lies to be the truth.

I knew my name would be lifted high if I followed Lord Cale!

He really would be able to etch his name into a legend.

Adin, you stupid bastard.


The Kingdom of Faern would go down on the right side of history for surrendering and working with the legend named Cale. However, as for the Empire and Adin himself…

It’s over for them.

Clope’s excitement stemmed not from the imperial prince’s upcoming demise but from something else.

I can live.

The fact that he had fake limbs didn’t matter as long as he and Faern survived. Cale knew how to make deals and could use both the carrot and the stick effectively.

“Clope, Rowoon will support Faern becoming the leader of the three northern kingdoms if you do a good job this time.”

Merely following the legend would benefit them.

Barely holding on to his composure, Clope schooled his face into calm as he told Cale, “I will do my very best, my lord.”

His majestic, fretful expression returned. The thing was, the fact that he’d gone from cackling like a lunatic to concerned in the span of a few seconds made him seem completely insane.

Cale was openly displeased, but he simply nodded. He’ll do a good job so he can reap the rewards. Crazy as Clope was, the man was oddly rational. Cale only had to figure out the best way to use him.

“Chief Officer Herol, I’m sure you already know…”

Herol shook off his confusion as he moved his gaze from Clope to Cale.

“Imperial Prince Adin and Vice-Master Metelona will be here soon.”

Herol gulped at that, and Clope’s face hardened. The two of them were both thinking the same thing: How does Commander Cale know that top-secret information?

Most of the Western Continent’s power players knew that Adin had departed from the Empire for the battlefield. However, nobody knew when he would arrive. Herol reined in his shock at Cale’s information network. I wouldn’t trust it if anyone else said so, but… It was coming from Cale Henituse, so he had to believe it.

Clope also had faith in him, but unlike Herol, he had an idea as to where the intel came from. I’m sure Prince Valentino of Karo gave him that information. Clope had witnessed the conversation between Valentino and Cale, and he was correct; Cale had heard about it from Valentino, who was supposed to meet with Adin on the battlefield.

The Kingdom of Karo had been allied with the Mogor Empire for a long time, and Valentino was known to be Adin’s longtime close friend. Furthermore, Karo was willing to come to the Empire’s aid at a moment’s notice.

Though Clope couldn’t be certain, he was getting chills merely thinking about it. Just how far does Lord Cale’s reach extend?

As he imagined Cale controlling all the power players on the continent, he heard Cale’s voice again.

“Let’s get started.” Cale had to move quickly, before he went to meet with the imperial prince. Turning back to Herol, he said, “I need to show him the fires of hell as soon as he gets here.”


Herol looked down at the gate and saw Tunka, who was stationed with the warriors outside the closed entrance. Next to him was the helmeted swordsman, Choi Han.

“We will strike first this time.” Cale’s voice echoed in Herol’s ears. “The majority of the Empire’s knights have been wiped out by now.”

There had been some casualties when the black towers fell during the first battle, but the soldiers, alchemists, and mages were basically all still there. As for the knights, however, Huiten had been captured and the knight brigades were almost all gone.

“The imperial prince is leaving the bare minimum of knights at the capital and coming with the second knight brigade and the other remaining knight brigades.”

Adin was bringing more than just royal knights too.

“The Empire’s nobles are sending in their families’ knight brigades as well.”

Herol went stiff. He feared the imperial family, but the nobles who had supported them until now were powerful in their own right. The imperial prince wants to finish off Whipper. He had recruited the nobles for that very purpose.

“Vice-Master Metelona and some handpicked alchemists are coming too.”

The Empire was coming at them with full force, but Whipper had no way to increase its numbers. In fact, they had fewer men than before because so many soldiers from the last battle had been injured.

“Is that why we need to strike before they get here?” Herol asked Cale, who nodded.

“Let’s make a mess of this place.”

They had to do it before the imperial prince arrived.

Herol picked up the war horn, then heard Cale add, “We’re aiming for the Empire’s remaining knights and the lions.”

The Kingdom of the Whipper’s strategy was the same as usual: The best defense was a good offense.

The battlefield had been quiet after the first battle, but a long blast of Herol’s horn broke the silence. Then, with a screech of metal, the gate to Myple Castle opened.

 

***

 

Edrich, one of the next candidates for Lion King, flinched upon hearing the war horn. “Are those Whipper swine blowing the horn right now?” His eyes flicked to the vice-captain of the first knight brigade, the highest-ranking knight remaining. “Damn it!”

The vice-captain didn’t have the luxury of acknowledging him. He sprang to his feet, and the leaders of the alchemists and the mage brigade rose behind him. “His Highness is about to arrive!”

“Curses! Why are the mongrels doing this now when they’ve been quiet all this time?!”

The alchemists and mages couldn’t contain their shock. The Kingdom of the Whipper’s forces, which had fought as though itching to tear the imperial army to pieces, had been dormant since the last battle ended.

Pushing open the tent flap, the vice-captain headed out. The desolate landscape was littered with debris from the destroyed black towers, the ground charred and damaged from all the magic attacks. They had set up camp right behind the marred battleground. After that, the alchemists and mages had constructed temporary walls between their encampment and Whipper’s territory. These walls, which were made of dirt rather than stone, had given the imperial troops a sense of safety in case of any attacks.

“Why are they moving now? They didn’t lift a finger when we put up the walls.”

Whipper’s forces hadn’t reacted to their construction, so what had brought on the change? And why did it have to be right before His Imperial Highness gets here?!

The vice-captain surged up the stairs to the top of a dirt wall, followed by the leaders of the alchemists and mages.

Edrich was filled with boredom as he watched them go. “Ah, what a pain.”

Gronica, his cousin on his mother’s side, had been waiting outside the tent. She stepped in and asked him, “Why don’t you go up and take a look?”

Edrich didn’t feel like it. He was here as representative of the Lion Tribe. It would’ve been one thing if the imperial prince were here, but he was too important to take action when only these small fry were around.

And yet, Gronica’s next remark got him moving. “Did you forget about the dwarves?”

“Ha! Those vermin.” Edrich vividly remembered how the dwarves had mocked him when he fell from the tower. He walked off, trailing after the vice-captain.

I came here on Father’s orders, but…

Edrich had gotten involved solely to consolidate his position as heir, and he didn’t plan to work very hard. Those pesky dwarves had made things personal.

“I’ll kill them.”

Those useless bastards had to pay the price for messing with the Lion Tribe, the most glorious tribe on land. He slowly ascended the stairs. Another blast came from Whipper’s horn as he reached the top of the wall and gazed out at the battlefield.

The creak of Myple Castle’s gate had stirred their surroundings out of stillness. He could see Commander Tunka, who was standing in the front as usual.

The Empire’s vice-captain shouted, “Gather the knights! Prepare the soldiers!”

“Mage brigade, get ready!” said the leading mage.

“Team One, prepare the fluids!” ordered the leading alchemist. “We must apply alchemy seriously this time! His Highness and Vice-Master Metelona will be here soon!”

They all rattled off their commands with haste, not wanting to make a poor show for the prince and vice-master. The soldiers’ morale was a different story.

“They said His Highness would be here with the nobles soon.”

“Can’t we just fend them off with the dirt walls for now?”

Even now, the Empire’s unbelievable defeat weighed on them. Everything had been destroyed, and many of the Empire’s knights had burned to death. The visceral memory had them terrified of Whipper’s forces.

“Hurry up and move!”

Still, they had no choice but to fight. They couldn’t disobey orders.

One of the knights approached the vice-captain and reported in. “Vice-Captain, sir! The first knight brigade is ready!”

Despite barely managing to survive the last battle, the remaining knights wished to return to the field. The vice-captain swept his gaze over the battlefield and said, “We’ll march soon.”

“Yes, sir!”

The vice-captain looked at Tunka, the warriors, and the helmeted swordsman in turn. Edrich was sizing them up as well.

The helmeted swordsman, who wasn’t even a swordmaster, had somehow trounced Huiten. This unknown person would be the wild card in this battle.

Edrich looked past the helmeted swordsman at the sky above Myple Castle. “Now, where’s that dwarf Kanell?”

Will that scoundrel make an appearance too? If he does, I’m going to end him. Even if he shows up on that skeletal bird, I’ll find a way to yank him down from the sky and kill him.

“Heh heh heh.”

Edrich couldn’t hold back his laughter, as just thinking about killing Kanell was getting him excited.

Just then, the war horn blew once more.

“Huh?” The vice-captain rubbed his eyes.


“Edrich!” Gronica cried, but her cousin didn’t respond. He was too fixated on the battlefield—no, on Myple Castle’s gate.

Tunka was waltzing out with his arms spread wide. “Bwa ha ha ha! This is the second battle!”

At the same time, the helmeted swordsman had his ordinary sword pointed at the Empire’s forces. Yet neither of these men had the imperial troops on edge. Behind Tunka, Choi Han, and the warriors…there were others emerging from Myple Castle.

Reeling, the vice-captain shouted, “I-it’s the Bear Tribe!”

Hundreds of bears in their berserk state were walking through the gate, their heavy footfalls resounding through the area. Their arrival had the lions nervous.

It wasn’t just the dwarves? Did the bears who went to Death Canyon betray Arm—or rather, betray the other bears?

“Edrich.”

“Damn it,” Edrich swore. He watched the bears, thinking of their ruler. “They betrayed their king.” Being an aspiring king himself, Edrich grimaced at the notion.

There were iron balls at the end of the chains around the bears’ wrists. Numbering in the hundreds as well, they created vibrations as they rolled behind the bears, making the earth shake. Boom! Boom! Boom!

That was when the imperial forces noticed someone else on top of the castle walls: the brown-robed figure from before.

“So that one’s here too,” Edrich said.

One of the mages ran up the stairs to the top of the dirt wall and cried, “His Highness will be here any moment!”

Meanwhile, Tunka shouted, “We’ll show you hell a second time.”

“Hell” was another name for war. This second battle would begin with the imperial prince only a short ways away.

A drumbeat began, and the ground rumbled again. Boom. Boom. Boom.

“Th-they’re mad!” the vice-captain blurted out.

“Vice-Captain, sir! It’s Whipper’s soldiers!”

“Damn it! I can’t believe they’re coming out too. Are they planning to have an all-out battle right now?”

“It looks like only the mages are staying in the castle! All the soldiers are coming out!”

The voices of the knights, alchemists, and mages all jumbled together. Everyone’s eyes were fixed on the battlefield.

Behind the bears came tens of thousands of armed soldiers with stiff expressions on their faces. It was an incredibly small number compared to the Empire’s army, but it was still quite a lot. Most importantly…

“Crazy bastards!”

They were a group of maniacs. They were the ones that had laughed and run amok in the pit of hellfire. The soldiers were charging in with nothing but their bodies and their weapons.

This is horrifying.

The vice-captain was frightened by the sight. Unlike the other realms, the Empire possessed magic and alchemy that had been honed to the highest level of technological prowess. Yet their troops were afraid of the soldiers running at them without some greater power.

“Stand your ground with the dirt walls as our line of defense!”

“Vice-Captain, sir!”

The vice-captain looked at the knight who was calling him.

“His Highness will be here soon! Should we really be fighting so passively when he arrives?”

This knight had seen his comrades torn to shreds by Whipper’s warriors in the pit of hellfire. There was fear in his eyes unbefitting of a man of Mogor. Still, he thought they should put on a brave face in anticipation of the prince’s arrival.

I suppose we had a long period of peace, the vice-captain thought.

It had been a long time since the world last experienced war. Today’s people didn’t understand the meaning of it.

The Kingdom of the Whipper understands it, though.

Tunka’s group was the first to take up arms during that period of peace.

We realized that too late.

What good were golden swords if you never used them? How could they defeat the warriors who lacked alchemical weapons but instead plowed through the mud, practically with their bare hands? The imperial army had no experience trying to exceed its own limits, as Whipper did.

For that reason, the vice-captain chose to focus on defense. “No, we’re going to hold out.”

Several cries of protest came from the acting commanders of the mages and alchemists.

“We can’t do that!”

“Come now, Vice-Captain! As the Mogor Empire, we must fight!”

“That’s right. We can’t show people that we’re being pushed back! If the troops’ morale sinks any lower, things will be dire! We need to bolster our fighting spirit!”

These scumbags. Anger bubbled up within the vice-captain at the sight of them. They say that because it’s the knights and infantry who will die, don’t they?

The mages and alchemists would remain behind the line of defense, but the knights and infantry, including the vice-captain, had to step out and clash with Whipper’s army.

“Vice-Captain, sir! His Highness is nearly here!”

“His Highness and the nobles will think us incompetent if we’re splendidly holding down the line!”

“Exactly! We have to show them we’re fighting hard so we can make up for our last defeat.”

Two of the knights peered earnestly at the vice-captain, worried about what the prince might think. He closed his eyes to block them out.

Damn it! Responsibility isn’t the issue here! We’re talking life or death!

How did these knights plan on defeating the Kingdom of the Whipper’s army when one side was putting their lives on the line while the other trembled in fear at the mere thought of their duty? Whatever his reservations, a mere vice-captain didn’t have the authority to command the entire army.

“Prepare for battle.”

A few moments later, the wooden door between the dirt walls slowly opened and revealed the Empire’s army. There stood the remaining half of the first knight brigade and the soldiers who had swallowed their fear.

The rumbling of the earth grew stronger as the enemies approached.

“Bwa ha ha ha ha! Oh, now you come out to fight? Cowards!” Tunka jeered.

His forces had already fanned out across the battlefield. Soldiers, bears, and warriors filled the space between Myple Castle and the Empire’s camp in a wide formation.

The vice-captain urged his horse forward. “Your formation is sloppy.”

Whipper didn’t have enough troops to fend them off, even if they crowded together, yet they continued to spread out.

Recognizing the strategy, the vice-captain said, “It seems you want a melee.”

He slowly raised his sword and moved forward. He might have been the only one in the Empire’s army who was willing to risk his life the way Whipper’s fighters were.

Thus, he shouted, “Concentrate our forces! Our role is to survive until the imperial prince is here!”

He’d chosen survival.

“But, sir—”

“It’s okay to be passive!” he pressed on, ignoring the knight’s protest. “Soldiers, hold up your shields rather than your swords! They are devils!”

They’re devils.

Tunka burst into laughter and applause, staring at the vice-captain. Then he stopped in front of the Empire’s troops. “Not bad! You’re the only one of those evil Empire bastards with his head on straight! You’re a warrior like us!” He raised his chin. “What do you think? Who will win, imperial prince?”

Startled, the vice-captain whipped around. Above the dirt wall, a silver-haired man in a uniform was gazing down at the battlefield. His eyes glowed gold in the sunlight.

Imperial Prince Adin locked eyes with the vice-captain. “The Empire must not yield.”

The vice-captain lowered his head. I’m done for. He no doubt looked like a coward in the eyes of his prince. Though Adin had a kindly air, he strictly prioritized individual abilities when it came to administration and politics. Everyone was afraid to be on his watch list.

I’m probably on that list now. His grip on the sword weakened.

“You’ve been through a lot, Vice-Captain.”

The Empire’s second knight brigade—the knights directly managed by the imperial prince—appeared on the battlefield in golden armor.

Not hiding his disdain for Adin, Tunka said, “Big talk for someone who’s about to yield!”

“Y-you cur!”

All of the Empire’s nobles who’d come with the imperial prince scowled at Tunka. The prince was unperturbed, his eyes cold as he scanned the battlefield. He saw Tunka, the bears, the warriors, the soldiers, and Rosalyn, as well as the helmeted swordsman. Lastly, there was the man in the brown robe standing on the castle wall.

“Your Highness…”

“I know, Vice-Master.”

Vice-Master Metelona, who stood closest to Adin, was also eyeing the brown-robed man. “We have to kill him first.”

Adin faced Metelona, then glanced at the young man in an alchemist’s robe standing beside her. “Do you agree with her, Hont?”

“I think the vice-master’s right, Your Highness.”

“I see.”

Hont was the tower master’s star pupil and the future successor of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower. Born in poverty, he was a miracle created when the Alchemist’s Bell Tower embraced the children from the slums, making him the main character of a beautiful story.

Adin was keeping Hont at his side to make him the new hero for the people of the Empire—the war hero who’d risen from the slums. It was a good way to restore the public’s faith in the Empire, the Bell Tower, and Adin himself.

There’s also Cale Henituse and one other.

The imperial prince addressed the other man beside him with a warm but serious expression. “Valentino, I’m sorry you have to see something like this.”

Cale and Valentino would not lift the imperial citizens’ hearts.

Valentino thought differently, of course. He licked his lips and turned his attention toward the Whipper side. “No, no. Friends should help each other out. I’ll go where the priests are.”

“Thank you. I’m grateful that you came to help me for the sake of our friendship.”

Valentino laughed sincerely at Adin’s reply. What an absolute bastard. He lamented the time he’d spent as Adin’s close friend. You’ll pay for messing with the Kingdom of Karo.

His expression stiff, Valentino left Adin’s side and headed over to the priests.

Adin watched him go, thinking, His face is quite the tool. It will come in handy. The prince of Karo couldn’t hide his concern over the war. Adin found him useful, so he kept him around.

“Where are you looking, Imperial Prince Adin?!”

Adin turned back to Tunka, who was barking at him, and gave him the gentle smile of a predator sizing up its quarry. His lips parted, and he ordered, “All knights, aim for the throats of Whipper’s army.”

Pounding hooves set the earth trembling, and knights came storming out. There were over a thousand from the nobles alone. Each large group bore its own emblem, with the second knight brigade.

“Gwa ha ha ha ha!” Tunka hooted as he hoisted up his club. “Let’s go!”

His cry pierced through the hoofbeats and ricocheted across the battlefield. At the same time, his eyes flicked to the imperial prince.

Adin was taken aback by the look in Tunka’s eyes. Hm? As an expert in discerning the emotions of others, he found it unusual. Mockery?

The imperial prince opened his mouth and said, “Halt.”

Jerking to a stop, the knights spun toward the prince in shock.

Tunka muttered, “Clever bastard.”

Just then, Adin heard two shrill sounds. They were the notes of a flute, blown by the man in the brown robe.

As if on cue, the tens of thousands of Whipper soldiers went on the move. They raised their hands, extending them high to the sky. It was the kind of motion that might accompany a cheer.

“What is that?”

“Huh? What are those marbles?”

Each of the warriors, soldiers, and bears held dark-blue marbles in their raised hands. The Empire’s knights stared blankly at the Whipper army and their strange trinkets.

The wind blew, coming in a different direction from the spring breezes that traveled east from the Empire to Whipper. A huge white skeleton bird materialized, riding on that wind—followed by four more.

Adin laughed. “Ha ha ha! My, there are quite a few.”



First the one, then four, then dozens more appeared in their wake. Though the birds behind the first five were smaller, they all but blotted out the sky.

The dwarves mounted atop these birds brought them to a halt above Myple Castle.

Shaaaa.

The gusts blew back the hood of the brown-robed man, and Adin fixed his eyes on the stranger. He glimpsed white hair and sky-blue eyes through the man’s mask, which extended from his nose to his forehead. The mysterious white-haired man raised his hand, and the moment it came down…

“Run away!” Tunka roared.

What? thought the Empire’s troops. Run away?

It started with Tunka. One moment, his hands were raised; the next, he was hurling something to the ground. Crash! The marble shattered, and a dark-blue liquid poured out.

“Turn back!” Adin shouted. “It’s the fire from Death Canyon!”

A fluid just like this had enveloped Death Canyon in blue fire, he recalled. He briefly locked eyes with Tunka, who was already running away.

“What a pest,” Tunka spat.

Over a thousand knights hurriedly conveyed Adin’s order.

“Turn back! His Imperial Highness commands it!”

“Turn back!”

Before they could retreat, the forces behind the sprinting Tunka hurled their own items. One after another, tens of thousands of marbles were being thrown all over the battlefield.

Mad cackles rose up from everywhere, starting with Tunka. “Bwa ha ha ha ha!”

Fires roared to life as the wind blew toward the Empire’s army. The flames were the deep, dark blue of a moonless night. The Dragon’s Rage, previously contained in the legions of marbles, was emerging at last. It started small, but the tens of thousands of individual flames coalesced and grew in size.

“Just like Death Canyon.” Adin grimaced. “Only it’s bigger than the one from back then.”

The fire, initially the size of a man, blazed higher and wider. Like a storm rolling over a tranquil beach, it dyed the land in darkness under the sunny sky.

Tunka pumped his legs, laughing. “Bwa ha ha ha ha ha! It’s hell! This is hell!”

Meanwhile, Rosalyn and Herol were rattling off orders.

“Use flight magic to retrieve the soldiers who are falling behind!”

“Open all the doors! All soldiers and warriors inside!”

The mages, the soldiers who remained in the castle, and the staff assisted the troops who were fleeing in their predetermined order. Both flight magic and haste magic were used on those who tripped or were lagging behind. They also lowered ropes and ladders from the castle walls for the narrow gates to let people in faster.

It was done quickly but calmly. The Kingdom of the Whipper had prepared for this scenario while the Empire’s army was busy building the dirt wall.

“The fire’s about to flare!” Rosalyn cried.

“The wind is going to blow harder!” Herol said.

Tunka stopped walking with the black-helmeted Choi Han standing next to him. The two raised their heads, watching the soldiers and warriors return safely.

The white-haired man above the castle walls picked up the flute again, drawing Adin’s attention. The two of them made eye contact. They were far apart, but Adin could feel it.

He’s the leader.

That man was the conductor.

A smile rose to Adin’s lips as the flute sounded again. The white skeleton birds spread their wings wide. Fwoosh! A new strong wind picked up. Like the other, it didn’t take the path of the eastward spring breeze. The gust from the dozens of white skeleton birds changed the direction of the fire.

The dark-blue flames roared more powerfully than before, driving the Empire’s nobles into a frenzy.

“Your Imperial Highness! The flames—they’re growing stronger!”

“The fire is spreading toward the Empire!”

“It’s as tall as a mountain!”

Still, Adin’s gaze never left the white-haired man.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

The dark-blue flames struck one another, becoming even bigger. It was growing into a sea of fire large enough to engulf a city. The fire raced toward the Empire, its dark maw opening wide. It mixed with the wind, destroying the wind’s natural flow in the process.

This tsunami of a conflagration filled Adin’s vision, blocking Myple Castle from his sight. “I can’t see.”

Shuffling down from the dirt wall, the nobles cried out to Adin once more.

“Y-Your Highness, let us move the mages!”

“H-how could there be such a fire?! Let us move the alchemists as well, Your Highness!”

Then an unfamiliar knight called out, “Imperial Prince Adin!”

Without moving from his spot, Adin turned his head. A pale man was hobbling up the stairs, barely managing even with his knight’s support.

“Lord Cale Henituse. You made it.”

“Greetings, Your Imperial Highness.”

The redheaded Cale had come to the battlefield with the help of Vice-Captain Hilsmann. His tranquil air bolstered the determination in his voice.

“Why, I had to come. Don’t we have to save everyone?”

One of the nobles gasped. They were aware of Cale’s current condition; he was a righteous man who had come to save the Empire despite his sorry state.

“Rowoon’s hero is here!”

The nobles couldn’t hide their admiration. Even as those dark-blue flames resembling the fires of hell surged toward them, they were captivated by Cale. The man had captured their attention, and they couldn’t take their eyes off him.

It was then that Cale heard a voice in his mind. ‹Human! I feel sorry for Goldie! He worked extremely hard for nothing!›

Cale easily ignored Raon’s voice as the imperial prince asked, “Will you help us?”

Stepping away from Hilsmann, Cale stood on his own two feet—albeit with great effort.

Rowoon’s northeastern military commander, who had saved his kingdom in the very same black uniform he wore today, nodded at the Empire’s imperial prince. The look in his eyes was hard as stone.

“I will act for the sake of peace.”

‹You’re going to put out the fire and then start another one!› the invisible Raon said. ‹You’re weird, human!›

Truth be told, Cale was acting for the sake of his own peace.

Adin smiled softly. “Thank you, Lord Cale. I’ll leave it to you.”

Cale had a thought in his mind at that moment: Let’s become the hero of the Empire.

He flashed the righteous but sorrowful smile of a commander.

‹You’re a great actor, human!›

Hilsmann hiccupped, suppressing a sob. “My dear lordling…”

‹That chatty Hilsmann is a good actor too!›

As ever, Cale ignored the commentary.




Chapter 64:
A Blow from Behind

 

“I’LL GIVE IT EVERYTHING I have,” Cale told Adin, then turned around.

The nobles could see the dark-blue hellfire blazing in Cale’s reddish-brown eyes. A few of them exchanged glances, having a silent conversation.

Do you think he can do it? Especially when his face is so pale?

I don’t know. He looks even skinnier than when he got the medal of honor too.

Cale looked paler and scrawnier than when he had received the Mogor Medal of Honor last year. Looks like he’s reaching his limit, Adin mused. He could feel Cale nearing his end—death from the clashing of Ancient Powers. How entertaining.

It amused Adin, really. Cale didn’t strike him as a fool; he seemed to know what he was doing. So why did he always try to do just and good deeds?

Since Adin was so entertained, he drew closer to Cale and said fretfully, “How much of the water power can you use? I’m sorry to ask this, but please use as much as you can!”

He wanted to hurry up and watch Cale die.

Not knowing what the prince was thinking, Cale looked away from the flames and toward Adin. “To be honest with you, I faced that fire once when I was fighting with the Kingdom of Brek.”

“I know. We also believe this is Brek’s work as well.”

Cale’s expression crumpled. “This one’s even stronger than that.”

Some of the people around them let out gasps.

“Cast water spells!”

“Use wind spells too! Stop the fire from spreading!”

The Empire’s mages started moving fast. They stopped the wind as much as possible, but the fire could not be extinguished with water spells.

“The fire is getting bigger!”

In fact, the clashing of the Empire’s wind with that of the Kingdom of the Whipper only fueled the flames, until they resembled a fire twister.

Cale adopted a look of distress. Those around him knew what that meant.

He can’t put it out completely!

What do we do if he can’t extinguish it all the way?

Magic didn’t work against this fire. As the onlookers’ inner turmoil continued to grow, they missed the slow shift of Cale’s gaze.

Some of the nobles don’t seem to know about it, he thought. Evidently, they weren’t aware that the Empire had magic-resistant fire as well. The Alchemist’s Bell Tower had created it, but the imperial prince had already used it to great effect in the jungle and during the first battle for Myple Castle. With that in mind, Cale discreetly sought out Vice-Master Metelona, who likely met frequently with the master of the Bell Tower.

There she is… Who’s that next to her?

His gaze landed on a man near both Metelona and Adin. When their eyes met, he bowed and greeted Cale. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance, sir. It’s an honor to meet a hero. I am Hont, the tower master’s disciple.”

Ah, him. The miracle alchemist from the slums. Probably one of the few people from there who survived. This is great. Cale had found another person to drag into the Alchemist’s Bell Tower destruction project.

This redheaded hero dipped his head, his expression stiff. “Let’s save the formalities for later. Right now, we need to put this fire out first.”

‹Something is weird, human,› Raon piped up then. ‹Hont seems to be dead.›

The dragon’s comment struck Cale like a left hook. Huh?

‹How does a dead thing move around?›

Cale’s eyes wavered ever so briefly. What did you say?

‹Yeah, this is really weird. He smells like Mary, but there’s no life coming from his body.›

There’s no what?

‹I don’t know what this is.›

Dear god. Cale was genuinely caught off guard. There’s no life? He’s dead?

He turned toward the imperial prince, keeping the vice-master and Hont in his periphery. Hont was watching Cale with a smile, seemingly just as concerned about the Empire and the fire.

How can that guy be dead?

Was he a zombie? What was going on?

He noticed that Hont’s gaze was focused on Hilsmann and himself. As Cale’s eyes darted about and his pallor worsened, Adin took a step closer.

“No need to put so much pressure on yourself,” he said, realizing how desperate Cale was to save the Empire.

“Your Highness, I…”

Are Cale and Rosalyn about to become enemies? A new suspicion bloomed in Adin, but there was something more important: giving Cale his trust.

“I trust you.”

As the only imperial prince on the Western Continent, Adin was making a monumental gesture by putting his faith in Cale. The nobles could see Cale blink away his panic, calmed by the prince’s words. Pride for their empire swelled within them.

You don’t trust me one bit.

Contrary to what the nobles believed, Cale had calmed down because he understood the imperial prince’s dishonesty.

He let out a deep breath and headed toward the center of the dirt wall. He quietly approached the ledge as the Empire’s forces, the nobles, and everyone else watched. Vice-Captain Hilsmann trailed sorrowfully after him. He gave off the air of a knight following his liege on a self-sacrificial mission.

‹You said you’d control yourself, human! You promised me! I’ll destroy everything if you don’t!›

Ah, I really can’t get into the mood with him yapping away. Cale sighed at the six-year-old’s whining as he wiped his eyes.

“He looks so afraid…”

Again, the nobles misinterpreted his actions.

“Commander!”

Cale turned his head at the familiar voice; it was Crown Prince Valentino of Karo. He reappeared on the dirt wall, wearing a sad expression.

I can’t imagine how Commander Cale must feel right now.

Cale was controlling everything on this battlefield but still cutting away at his own life. Valentino felt as if Cale was larger than life, given the weight that sat upon his shoulders. Nevertheless, Cale extended his hand toward the giant flames with a smile on his face.

The winds borne of magic and skeleton birds crashed against each other. Fwoooosh! The flaring heat of the dark-blue Dragon’s Rage warmed Cale’s body.

Pretty much everyone here is the enemy. All those present aside from Hilsmann, Raon, and Valentino were his adversaries.

With that, Cale made up his mind. Let’s just use enough to cough up a bit of blood.

There shouldn’t be any danger since Raon was here, but the battlefield would devolve into chaos if he used a lot of his strength and fainted.

Cale closed his eyes.

“Are you looking for me?”

Yes. I was looking for you.

The clear voice of the owner of the Sky-Devouring Water sounded in his mind. The water moved in accordance with his will.

Gusts whipped through the air.

This is the first time I’ve seen him use an Ancient Power other than the shield, Adin thought, his eyes locked on Cale. He had heard many things from other people, but he had never personally seen Cale using this water power.

“Huh?” one of the nobles blurted out.

He’s sparkling. No, it’s the water!

A translucent blue water was encircling Cale’s waist.


Vice-Captain Hilsmann watched it happen, brimming with admiration. “Oh, Lord Cale…”

It was one small man against the enormous fire. The sparkling water surrounding that man didn’t seem like much, but it was beautiful.

Cale naturally had no idea about this, since his eyes were closed. He was currently making a deal.

“Are you trying to eat up the ●●●● sky?”

No. He thought about what he wanted, trying to negotiate with the ancient.

“Aha!” came her resonant reply. “That fire twister must be hindering your freedom. Should I destroy it and ●●●● it up?”

This crazy water, Cale thought, then shared his intentions with the ancient: Let’s just use enough power to barely put out the flames.

“All right, as you wish. I’ll put out the twister. Just enough power so you don’t fall over or faint.”


Cale could feel the water following his will. It was different than the Fire-Suppressing Water; this one was gentle, like the slow spring rain or a drizzle trickling down one’s cheeks. It’s so quiet. This was the first time such a thought had crossed Cale’s mind as he used an Ancient Power.

The power’s ripples were subtle as a lake’s. Cale had been worried since it was his first time using this power, but now he felt relieved.

He heard the stone guardian’s voice for the first time in a long while. “The predator stealthily and silently approaches before snapping its prey’s neck.”

Huh?

“The Sky-Devouring Water. Don’t forget the meaning of its name.”

Cale flinched. Could it be…?!

As his closed eyelids trembled, one of the Empire’s mages cried out, “I feel some kind of massive power!”


And so it began.

“S-something is flowing underground!”

“It’s gathering! It’s all collecting in one spot and making a huge power source!”

Water was surging underground, the small streams flowing to a single place. Only the high-grade mages worthy of serving the imperial prince could feel this flow of water. Their eyes were wide as they turned toward Cale.

Coming from nature, this power was different than magic. A strong force was gathering underground, and once it finally stopped growing…

Cale’s eyes snapped open. At the same time, the Empire’s forces saw a shocking display.

Crrrack!

The ground was splitting. They heard it break apart, then saw water shooting up from underground. Rather than a geyser, it was a long, pointed spear.

By this time, the blue-hellfire vortex created by the clashing winds was large enough to swallow a city. The spear made of blue water cut through that hellfire, slicing it clean through from the bottom up.

Booooom! Baaang!

The flash and the din of the explosion temporarily blinded and deafened everyone watching. Having lanced through the center of the twister, the spear consumed the flames and tore it apart.

“M-my goodness…”

All of the Empire’s troops stared at the spectacle as their vision returned. The hellfire dissipated, and the water spear gradually faded into the sky. Only a single powerhouse had yet to disappear, and everyone’s gazes moved toward his back.

There stood Commander Cale Henituse, hero of Rowoon. All the onlookers could personally feel the miracle that this hero had created. Goosebumps dappled everyone’s skin.

Cale got goosebumps too. What the hell?

The fire was completely out. Rather, it had vanished without a trace. He could clearly see Myple Castle in front of him.

That fire was made by an ancient dragon. It was that easy to get rid of?

He hadn’t even used that much strength. The Sky-Devouring Water took less time to extinguish the Dragon’s Rage than the Fire-Suppressing Water had.

“I can eat up anything and everything, including the sky.”

Cale heard the clear voice of the water’s owner again as he slowly lowered his head, looking at his shaking hands. He had a burning question on his mind, and he wasn’t the only one.

‹Human, are you not coughing up blood? You’re fine even after using that much power?!›

No kidding.

Raon and Cale were thinking the same thing.

Right then, the stone guardian said, “Water moves stealthily and quietly before launching a single hit.” Cale flinched at that. “It’s calm until it rushes in all at once.”

Cale’s hands trembled more and more violently. His lips turned down in a grimace. Could it be? Really?

“The aftershock of the water has always been strong. Good luck.”

Unable to hold in his anger, Cale blurted out, “Son of a—ghk!”

With the dark-blue flames and the translucent blue water gone, the dark-red blood spatter caught everyone’s attention. The hero was slowly falling to the ground after his sacrifice.

“My lord!”

Pale-faced, Hilsmann quickly supported Cale as he staggered and collapsed. Cale’s hands were shaking fiercely, and there was blood coming out of his mouth and nose.

Cale hacked up blood uncontrollably. Everyone from the Empire could see it.

These useless Ancient Powers! Damn it!

He wasn’t in pain, nor was he hungry. His body had stabilized almost right away thanks to the Energy of the Heart, but he was still bleeding for some reason.

“The water has started using its power in your body,” came the stone guardian’s gentle voice. “You’ll become healthier.”

Are you insane?! How am I getting healthier when I’m coughing up blood?!

Despite thinking as much, Cale had felt it too. The Energy of the Heart was more energetic than ever before. He could feel it working hard, as if it were happy, while he was in less pain than when he had used the Fire of Destruction or the Scary Stone. Yet dark-red blood just kept pouring out of him. It didn’t feel like it would stop any time soon.

Out of nowhere, his heart hammered in his chest. Boom. Boom. New blood was spreading throughout his body, but that wasn’t the issue.

“Ugh!” Cale’s mouth twisted in a scowl. The blood kept on flowing in this process of getting healthier.

“H-how can this be, my lord? Oh, my stars! My goodness! You said you were only going to use a little! My heart is positively ripping into pieces! Rowoon’s hero cannot be seen like this!”

Vice-Captain Hilsmann kept Cale steady as he howled away.

“My looooord! I’m about to die of a broken heart! Hic… Th-there’s so much blood! Healer, healer! Where is the healer?!” Hilsmann’s eyes were bloodshot, as if he’d popped a vein. His neck veins bulged as he shouted, red-faced, “Hurry up and call the healer to save my young master, to save the Kingdom of Rowoon’s hero! It’ll be dangerous if he faints again!”

Cale was utterly lost. Has he gone crazy?

He had told Hilsmann to play along and match what he did, but the man seemed to be trying for an award or something as he acted his heart out.

‹Uh, um, human, are you okay? I want to say something too, but I can’t because the vice-captain’s talking so much.›

It was so excessive that the six-year-old dragon struggled to get a word in edgewise.

‹Human, are you okay?› Concerned though Raon was, dragons were vicious. ‹If you feel like you’re going to faint or your body is going to break, just let me know. I’ll destroy everything and take you to the Eastern Continent to loot all the baddies’ safes! I’m warning you!›

Raon huffed a small sigh when he saw how Cale was looking at Hilsmann. ‹Whew, what a relief! My human is looking at the talkative Hilsmann as if he’s pathetic! You must really be okay, human. I’m so glad!›

“Aaaaugh! My lord… Henituse County’s brightest and most precious star! Oooough!”

“You’re too—ugh, ghk!”

Cale was itching to tell Hilsmann and Raon to be quiet, but he was bleeding too much to get the words out. This is driving me nuts. Not being able to talk was maddening.

“Commander Cale.”

Raising his bloodied face, Cale saw Valentino approaching with a priest. Karo’s crown prince seemed ready to cry at any moment.

Dark-red droplets dripped down Cale’s chin and onto his black uniform. The sight had Valentino beside himself with sadness. “You…”

I think I know what you’re trying to say, but it’s not like that!

Cale had a lot to say to Valentino, who was so choked up that he couldn’t speak, but he had to hold himself back as someone else walked up to them.

It was Adin, who frowned as he approached with Metelona and Hont. He got down on one knee and locked eyes with Cale. And though Cale’s red blood soiled his gold uniform, Adin paid it no heed as he reached out—and clasped Cale’s shaking, bloodstained hand.

“Are you okay? I’m sorry. I didn’t want this much.” Adin seemed equal parts grateful and pained. “Saying that I trusted you must have been a burden. Thank you so, so much.”

Thank you.

Adin’s expression of gratitude finally prompted the Empire’s troops and nobles to look around. The springtime sky was clear, the wind once again blowing from the Empire to the Kingdom of the Whipper. The hellish force coming for them had disappeared, and the sun was shining once again.

“We made it,” one of the nobles mumbled to himself.

“Priest!” Adin said. “Save him. We must save Commander Cale.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

The priest from the Church of the God of Sun, who had been at Valentino’s side, sat down and reached for Cale’s body to heal him. But before he could reach Cale, someone snatched his hand.

Shocked, the priest gaped at Vice-Captain Hilsmann. “Pardon me, sir…?”

The vice-captain looked at Adin with a mournful expression. “Apologies, Your Imperial Highness, but could you please get a regular medic without divine powers or healing abilities?”

Adin’s eyes darkened for a moment. Glaring at Hilsmann, he snapped, “How could you ask for a regular medic in such a dire situation?! You need divine powers or healing abilities.”

“But…”


Hilsmann hesitantly glanced at Cale, and Adin did the same. Cale wore a faint smile on his face as he shook his head. He was saying he didn’t need divine powers.

“My lord’s body has become extremely weak, so we risk harm in using outside powers. Your Highness, please get a medic.”

Cale coughed up more blood and gave a feeble nod. Right. Divine powers or healing abilities would be trouble. It would be bad if they realized he was unharmed. Furthermore, the Energy of the Heart had restorative and healing powers. Everything would be ruined if a high-ranking priest showed up and caught on to his scheme.

Valentino sucked in a breath, bitterness etched in his face. “I didn’t know Lord Cale’s condition had deteriorated that much.”

Adin wore a similar expression, but he was laughing on the inside. He actually is going to die soon.

How badly must the Ancient Powers have been clashing within his body that he couldn’t even receive divine healing? He was probably rejecting it because he feared the aftershock of adding a new power into his body.

Adin’s eyes roved over the blood Cale had coughed up. There was so much that he was impressed Cale hadn’t keeled over yet. However, all living beings eventually succumbed to death.

Death did not even spare the heroes. Cale Henituse would die a little bit faster because of this incident, and that made Adin quite happy.

The fire was out.

He’d also moved up the death of a man with three Ancient Powers.

That put the brakes on the rising Kingdom of Rowoon as well.

Finally, he could cruelly and mercilessly punish the Kingdom of the Whipper. The kingdom had to pay the price for standing up to the Empire—no, to Adin himself.

“Commander Cale.”

He was still holding Cale’s hand. Until this very moment, he hadn’t let go of his suspicions that Cale and Rosalyn were working together. Yet now his doubts had been reduced to a mere 1 percent. For this reason, he donned a sad smile and told Cale, “We will absolutely remember your sacrifice and won’t let it go to waste.”

Cale returned the sentiment with a weak smile of his own—one to express his thanks, to convey that he was okay.

Yeah, right. Looking at the imperial prince, as well as Metelona and Hont behind him, Cale mused, Everything’s going according to plan.

Things were on track even though he’d snuffed out the Dragon’s Rage. His group had taken into account the full force of the Empire’s alchemists, mages, and knights. They’d also considered the large number of lions in the Empire’s forces. Their plan was to have Whipper defeat the Empire at its full power.

A faraway flute sounded from the Whipper side. Cale slowly let go of Adin’s hand—which he didn’t want to be holding anyway—and spoke like some honorable commander.

“Your Highness…ngh…I trust you. Peace will, ugh… Peace w-will come.”

He made sure to sneak a glance at Valentino, who was behind Adin. The prince from Karo bit his lip and repeated Cale’s words in his mind.

“I trust you. Peace will come.”

Cale was talking not about the Empire’s victory but about the Western Continent’s peace. Myriad emotions swirled in Valentino’s heart, his desire for revenge against the Empire chief among them.

Yes, Cale thought, his eyes on Valentino. Do it right. Do it as we planned.

The resolve emanating from Karo’s prince assured Cale that he’d get the job done.

“Yes, Commander Cale. The Empire’s strength will soon sweep the Kingdom of the Whipper off the battlefield.”

Boy, you are so wrong. Cale held back a chuckle and looked back at Adin—then flinched.

Adin was smiling in a way Cale had never seen before. Something seemed off, sending a chill down Cale’s spine.

“I’m about to let you in on a little something,” Adin said. “I’ll show you the Empire’s secret weapon.”

Cale’s eyes went wide. What? A secret weapon?

An alchemist ran up to Metelona and whispered something to her. She blinked before telling Adin, “Your Highness, the preparations are complete.”

What preparations? Cale searched Adin’s face for answers.

The imperial prince leaned in and murmured in Cale’s ear, “Golems.”

What?

“The alchemists restored one of the technologies from the lost ancient civilization.”

Golems were humanoid constructions of dirt or metal, and their size varied wildly depending on the creator’s desire. A golem’s body contained a core instead of a heart, which the controllers used to direct and move them.

Cale was taken aback. Golems often came up in fantasy novels. Were they in Birth of a Hero as well? There was no information about golems up through Volume Five. The word had never appeared on the page. His fingertips trembled at the unexpected development.

Adin turned to Metelona and Hont. “Begin.”

The vice-master shouted, “Activate!”

A giant magic circle flashed to life, glowing around the Empire’s camp with a resonant hum. Dozens of mages and alchemists surrounded it.

‹Human, something is very odd! Something weird is about to come out!›

Something was coming. It was being summoned to the magic circle. As the ground quaked underfoot, Cale started to get an ominous feeling. And once that rumbling finally stopped…

Boooooooom.

A bright light flared as huge beings were summoned to the battlefield.

Cale felt Vice-Captain Hilsmann’s hands shaking. “M-my goodness…”

Golems had appeared. There were approximately thirty of these black creatures that were between ten and fifteen meters tall. Each was large enough to steal one’s breath away, and they were all ready to fight.

The golems were terrifying. If they reached the battlefield, the troops would look like ants beside them.

A quaver in his voice, Valentino asked, “Adin, a-are those really golems? The ones that disappeared during ancient times?” Not waiting for a response, he went on, “Are you going to sweep away the Kingdom of the Whipper with those things?”

Cale took his eyes off of the golems and looked toward the vice-master and the tower master’s disciple, both of whom were calm. Finally, his gaze settled on the imperial prince.

When their eyes met, Adin spoke up. “What do you think? Doesn’t it feel like the war will end soon and peace will return?”

Damn it. Son of a bitch! How do we beat these things?

Another chill ran down Cale’s spine, but his eyes glinted at the same time. He pasted a gentle smile on his face and responded, “Yes, Your Highness. It does seem that way.”

Be it a golem, a flying pig, or whatever else, Cale was only satisfied if he repaid his enemies several times what he’d suffered.

“What a relief,” Adin said, smiling. “I’m glad you and I are on the same page, Commander.”

Meanwhile, Cale’s blood was boiling. I hope you fall down and break your spine, you bastard!

On the outside, at least, he maintained an expression of relief. Then he turned his gaze toward the golems.

“M-my lord, I-I’ve never seen such hideous things in all m-my life.” The usually smooth-talking Hilsmann was stuttering, seized by fear.

The golems weren’t moving. The mere sight of those thirty black constructs standing there—ten to fifteen meters tall, humanoid but devoid of life—imposed an immense pressure and repulsion on everyone present. They were terrifying. Upsetting.

Vice-Captain Hilsmann looked toward his allies. Valentino wore a look of naked shock, while Cale remained silent.

As for Choi Han, Mary, and Rosalyn…

Hilsmann thought about their companions in Myple Castle. Choi Han couldn’t use his aura, Mary couldn’t show herself, and Rosalyn had to lead the mages. Could they survive a fight against these golems with their respective restrictions? Hilsmann was beginning to worry for them.

Lord Cale can’t even use his shield!

Would the mages be able to stop the golems as they slammed on Myple Castle’s twenty-meter-high walls with those giant hands and feet? Even if they managed to defend their position, they probably couldn’t muster an attack in response.

Vice-Captain Hilsmann gnawed at his lip. If Lord Cale’s shield were there…then they could at least defend!


“Vice-Master,” Adin called.

“Yes, Your Highness.” Metelona leapt into action, her voice echoing throughout the base. “Everybody step back!”

This was the order to step back, to make way for the golems—no, to run—if the troops didn’t want to be stomped to death.

The hulking constructs slowly started moving. Creak… Boom!

Their footfalls alone shook the earth. Astonished, the Empire’s forces and nobles hurried to get as far away from the gate of the dirt wall as possible.

“Commander, can you get up?”

“Yes, Your Imperial Highness. I can at least do that much.” Cale roughly wiped his mouth, which had stopped bleeding, and stood up. Hilsmann quickly supported him.

Cale pretended to be in pain as he moved away from the center of the dirt wall. The crushing pressure gets even worse when you see them walking toward you. His eyes darted to and fro. Most of them don’t know a thing about golems. Perhaps only the royal family and the Alchemist’s Bell Tower did.

Loud bangs cracked through the air as the golems destroyed the gate and the dirt wall around it. The gate hadn’t been big enough for them to fit through.

The nearly ten-meter dirt wall gave Cale a clear view of the golems in profile as they walked by. There are the controllers. There was a seat for the controller on each golem’s shoulder. Alchemists sat inside the translucent glass domes.

“My lord, they seem to be the contro—”

Hilsmann’s urgent whisper ceased midway as he registered the look in Cale’s eyes. Unlike the bewildered Valentino, Cale was the same as usual. Hilsmann could tell because he had served the lordling for a long time.

He had a frigid air about him. He was calmer and more rational than ever before; he didn’t seem to have given up. When Hilsmann saw that, his panic ebbed away.

Cale scrutinized the golems that were walking by him to the battlefield. He was looking for something—something that would be present if these were like any other golems in fantasy novels.

Where is the core?


A golem’s core was the creature’s weakness and the easiest way to destroy it. That was what he sought.

Adin studied Cale, whose head was tilted back as he stared seemingly into thin air. Since Cale was looking at the empty sky and not at the golems, Adin assumed he was reeling inside despite the calm expression on his face. He seems shocked.

Unbeknownst to Adin, Cale was seeking something invisible in the sky.

‹Human!›

Rather than the golems’ cores, he was looking for the being who could quickly find them for him: Raon Mir.

‹Are you looking for the orbs that are the source of the golems’ power, by any chance?›

I knew it! Raon Mir is great and mighty! Cale gave an inconspicuous nod, making it look like he was admiring the golems’ strength—even as he and Raon rooted out the golems’ weakness.


‹They’re located in different spots! One is in the arm, one is by the heart… They’re all different!›

They used their brains, Cale thought. It would take multiple tries to find each core. But we have Raon.

They had nothing short of a dragon, and a dragon was better than a bloodhound at sniffing out the source of power.

Once the way through was clear, Cale started doing mental calculations.

‹Something is weird about those orbs, human.›

What? Weird how? Cale hesitated. What could Raon be referring to? Suddenly, another question popped into his mind. What is the golem’s core made of?

What was making the golems move?

‹There’s no mana or magic stones.›

Right, I expected there wouldn’t be. Cale then thought of something else. Is it dead mana?

Raon’s next comment shot down that idea. ‹It’s different than dead mana too. There’s something else in there with it.›

Something else besides dead mana?

Cale frowned. All living beings died eventually, expelling dead mana when they did. It was just another facet of nature. Yet the golems’ cores contained more than dead mana.

‹It’s depressing.› Raon’s voice filled Cale’s mind as he sussed out this strange force. ‹I sense anger, sorrow, and resentment. They’re shouting! I can hear them! There are all sorts of things mixed inside the orbs!›

The black dragon’s voice was getting louder. The longer he inspected the orbs, the more he could feel what lay within.

‹Human! This is terrible… This is so sad!›

At last, he knew what it was.

‹I hear the voices of children! N-no! I hear lots of voices inside the small golems!›

Cale’s frown deepened. Could it be?

The dark history of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower flashed through his mind.

Fifteen years ago, the Bell Tower had kidnapped children from the Empire’s slums to experiment on—and later kill. Afterward, they gathered slaves throughout the Western Continent for further experimentation. This opened up a number of questions: What were the alchemists’ experiments, and what were they trying to create? Why did they research dead mana?

Rage blazed in Cale’s eyes as he stared at the largest humanoid golem. What if these golems are the product of those experiments?

He was almost certain about what they were made of.

You rotten bastards!

While Cale himself wasn’t a good person, he wasn’t a total scumbag like the alchemists were. His hand tightened around Hilsmann’s shoulder, attracting the vice-captain’s attention.

“My lord…?”

Cale’s face was calm despite his clenched fists. His gaze swept across the battlefield.

Boom! Boom!

The atmosphere had taken a sharp turn with the appearance of the giant golems. Excited voices could be heard throughout the Empire’s formation. “Knights, hold your positions! Mages, support the golem brigade’s controllers!”

Cale looked toward Adin, Metelona, and Hont, who were heading onto the battlefield as well.

When he made eye contact with Adin, the imperial prince feigned concern and said, “Commander, step back and get some rest. You shouldn’t involve yourself if you’re hurt.”

“I will do as you wish.”

Those were the exact words he wanted to hear. Pretending to be disappointed, Cale walked away from Adin and out of his sight—stopping beside Valentino.

“Commander,” Valentino said.

Only Valentino’s guards were around him, as the priests were rushing out as well. This was the safest spot for Cale.

No sooner had he joined Valentino’s side than Metelona’s voice reverberated through the air. “Golem brigade, destroy Myple Castle!”

In that same moment, Cale murmured, “Persist.”

The hidden communication sphere inside Hilsmann’s chest pocket flashed, and his voice was delivered to the other side. Herol, who was on the opposite end, blinked in confusion.

By now, the thirty or so golems were charging Myple Castle.

“M-monsters!”

“Even monsters aren’t as disgusting as those things! What are they?”

“G-giants are here!”

Terror rippled through the Whipper army. The troops had been full of confidence after creating that hellish fire, only to feel oppressed by this unexpected show of power.

“That’s the strength of the Empire?!”

How could they defeat these enormous golems? Could dozens of ants take down a human?

The soldiers’ fears were delivered to Herol, whose shaking hands gripped the ledge of the tower.

It was then that he heard Cale whisper, “Open the gate.”

Open the gate? Not guard the castle? He wants us to fight against those golems?

Alarmed, Herol spun toward the communication sphere that was connected to Cale. Five of them surrounded the device, all heads of the Whipper forces: Tunka, Rosalyn the mercenary mage leader, Choi Han, Clope, and Herol himself.

Cale called for one of them. “Choi Han.”

Choi Han’s gaze shifted to Herol. “Opening gate,” he said.

Hearing that almost brought a smile to Cale’s face, but it vanished too soon. He raised his head, surveying the animated imperial army. All the while, the Whipper side was eerily quiet.

Next, Cale addressed Clope. “Change of plans. Start with the firebird.”

“We shall persist!” Rosalyn cried out. “Mages, put shield magic and offensive magic in your memory banks, now! We’re going to use all the magic stones!”

Herol’s furious voice resounded too. “Staff, spread out and observe the golems! Find their weaknesses! Use the remaining Dragon’s Rage!”

Choi Han was the last to speak. “Mr. Cale, are we just standing our ground?”

The corners of Cale’s lips finally curled up.

“Or are we destroying them?”

Smart bastard.

Two notes from the flute pierced the air, stemming from the masked white-haired man in the brown robe. On cue, a flock of white forms—the skeleton birds—rose into the sky. With great shrieks, they ascended as the black golems approached the castle.

Adin observed this with detachment at first, then recoiled. “Impossible…”

The largest white skeleton bird wheeled down to the tower of Myple Castle and lingered there. From his position, Adin could make out the dwarves riding all the skeleton birds.

“Wait, there aren’t merely dwarves…”

There were indeed dwarves on the white skeleton birds, but others were riding them as well.

“Are those swordsmen?”

Swordsmen had mounted the skeleton birds, which loosed shrill cries into the air.

Chief Kanell, who was on the largest bird, reached out toward the tower. He grabbed a man’s hand and hoisted him onto the creature’s back.

“Long time no see,” he said, handing over the reins. “Nice to see you again, captain of the wyvern knight brigade.”

Once, the north’s legendary wyvern knight brigade had been poised to dominate the skies. Now, they had come to battle the Empire, working in tandem with the Flame Dwarves in flight. Clope had assembled all the surviving wyvern knights who hadn’t taken part in the battle over Henituse territory.

Something Cale had told him echoed in his mind. “The Kingdom of Faern should be the strongest when it comes to airborne combat. Show them how powerful you are.”

The white-haired priest—Clope in disguise—chuckled to himself. I have to put off pretending to be Lord Cale until later, but this is good too.

“Here are your orders!” he shouted to the knights.

As Clope recalled his past as both a wyvern knight and the Guardian Knight, electricity zipped through his body. He thought he might go mad; he felt like he could do anything. How could he not when a legend was behind him?

He repeated Cale’s orders word for word.

“Fly up.”

“Fly up!”

And then…

“Aim for the menace on land.”

“Aim for the menace on land!”

Shrieking, the white skeleton birds opened their wings. They flapped hard, blanketing the sky without breaking formation. The Indomitable Alliance’s power to dominate the sky was finally revealing itself to the world in its evolved form.

Boooom. Boom! The golems stopped walking and lifted their heads. Their hulking forms contrasted sharply with the giant birds above. Just as the golem brigade was preparing for battle, a metallic screech tore through the air.

The main gate to Myple Castle opened, and someone stepped out. Compared to the monstrosities on the battlefield, he might as well have been an ant. Equipped with a black helmet and an ordinary sword, the human walked toward the massive creatures to confront them alone.

The black-helmeted swordsman unsheathed his sword. Shiiing! The order he’d received ran through his mind once again.

“Choi Han.”

Choi Han pointed his sword at the golems.

“Mr. Cale, are we just standing our ground? Or are we destroying them?”

Cale’s response had etched itself into Choi Han’s mind.

“Destroy them.”

To fulfill that command, Choi Han charged forward.




Chapter 65:
Scruff of the Neck

 

MOST OF THE ONLOOKERS weren’t watching Choi Han. The scale of the battle had gone so far beyond the limits of human imagination that no one could focus on a regular person now.

“Why swordsmen? No, are they knights?”

The Empire’s forces could vaguely see people in white armor riding the skeleton birds. There were dozens of the birds, and although they were smaller than the original five, they were all at least three meters long. Their target was obvious: the army of golems.

Metelona signaled to Hont with her eyes, and he immediately gave an order to the alchemists and the mages. “Everybody, attack those birds… No, attack their riders!”

The Empire’s mages fired off spells, aiming at the birds and those mounted on them.

One of the nobles said to Adin, “Your Highness, that man has white hair! Is it possible that the Kingdom of Faern is involved?!”

The brown-robed man with white hair and blue eyes was holding the reins of the largest bird at the center of the formation. His appearance brought to mind House Seca of Faern, whose descendants had white hair and led the wyvern knight brigade.

“It’s suspicious that the white-haired man’s wearing a mask and the riders have armor with no insignia!”

Anybody would have found it odd.

When Adin said nothing, the noble raised his voice. “Furthermore, the bears and dwarves who were part of the Indomitable Alliance are all with Whipper now.” A scowl twisted his lips as a terrible possibility occurred to him. “Wh-what if…what if the Indomitable Alliance and Brek are plotting something? Have they decided to side with Whipper?”

The notion sobered all those present. They were afraid that the war might grow to encompass the whole continent if things went awry.

“I’m not so sure about that,” Adin said curtly. He turned toward Cale and Valentino, who were standing at the far end of the dirt wall away from the soldiers.

Honing in on Cale in particular, he thought, Is that white-haired man really from Faern? Is he truly from the Seca household?

While he had no way to tell, he and the rest of the Empire’s leadership knew something the nobles did not. Arm convinced the public that Clope was a fake wyvern knight.

Also, Adin was certain that Clope had chosen to side with Rowoon after his defeat in Henituse territory. Brek and Faern could be planning something, yes. But perhaps Rowoon was leading them both. That made more sense, considering the respective strength of each kingdom.

What was the truth? He had no proof of any given theory.

Adin locked eyes with Cale. If that’s the case, why did Rowoon send its hero to the Empire knowing his life may be in danger?

The Kingdom of Rowoon’s crown prince cherished his nation’s hero, and that very hero had put his life on the line to help the Empire. Adin’s mind whirled with speculation.

At that moment, the chilling sound of a flute cut through the air once more. Cale’s head snapped up in genuine shock, prompting Adin to look skyward.

“Hmm?”

A brown robe was fluttering to the ground. The white-haired man had pulled it off, revealing his true appearance.

Adin’s eyes went wide. “A priest?”

The man wore the pristine white vestments of a priest.

Cale got flustered the moment he saw it. That nutjob…

Clope had happily cast aside the brown robe, yet Cale hadn’t given him permission to do so—or to show off his priestly disguise. Then it clicked for him. You clever, crazy son of a bitch! Tamping down his shock, Cale worked hard to keep the grin off his face.

Rosalyn’s quiet voice filtered through the communication sphere in Hilsmann’s pocket. “Activating voice-changing and amplification magic.”

Ah, they’re all so smart.

Everybody else was focused on the white vestments and armor. Cale was full of admiration for Rosalyn’s decision-making abilities, and the reason for that soon filled the battlefield.

“Look to the sky!” Clope cried. His voice had taken on an eerie quality, the kind that gave one shivers and was difficult to forget.

Having let go of the reins, Clope raised his hands. The white-armored knights soon followed suit, lifting their hands and pointing to the highest spot in the sky.

They were pointing at the sun. Their empty hands were stretching toward the sun, just as followers of the God of Sun reached for their deity.

Clope shouted, “We will head toward the light!”

That was a famous phrase passed down in the Church of the God of Sun. It harkened back to when the faithful purged the world of necromancers and declared that they would rid the Western Continent of darkness.

Though Clope might’ve been out of his mind, Cale was loving it. This absolute madman! None of this had been part of their plan, but neither had the golems.

If they throw us a curveball, we’ll throw one right back.

Those who caused chaos on the battlefield were likely to come out on top. Cale, Clope, and Rosalyn knew this because they were commanders.

Clope peered down from his lofty position in the air. They’re all so tiny. He had felt something similar when he led the wyvern knight brigade, even as a fake wyvern knight. Looking down from on high, he found that the humans looked so small. So worthless.

That’s why I thought I would become a legend.

The urge to laugh bubbled up within him. Repeating what the God of Sun’s acolytes had said in the fight with the necromancers, he was afraid he’d start cackling like a maniac.

“We will obliterate the darkness in the name of our lord!”

Yes, obliterate them! All of them!

Clope didn’t follow a god or subscribe to a religion, but there was one thing he did believe in. Once again, he looked down from high in the sky.

A shock of red hair captured his attention. With his swordmaster’s eyesight, he could see Cale’s nonchalant expression. Clope was so excited that he uttered something the Church of the God of Sun had never said.

“We will become legends!”

I can see the legend! I can follow behind him! I can survive!

That was the only thing he believed in.

The sound of the flute filled the air again, and the knights clenched their swords while the dwarves gripped the reins. The wyvern knights who had survived but been defeated—or rather, who never had the chance to fight—had been granted a new opportunity to fight in the air.

“We will become legends!” they roared in tandem.

On the orders of their Guardian Knight, they went on the move.

“The Church of the God of Sun?”

“Are they really the God of Sun’s faithful? The ones who fought against the necromancers before?”

The Empire’s forces were in blatant distress. Some of the nobles and most of the soldiers couldn’t hide their confusion. No matter how much trust in the church had fallen because of a few recent incidents, it was still their national religion. And in this moment, a priest and troops resembling holy knights were pointing their swords at the Empire.

Adin said, “Metelona.”

In response, the vice-master bellowed, “Attack!”

Dozens of magic spells shot out toward the white skeleton birds and exploded in the air.

Baaaaaang! Bang! Bang!

“Ugh!”

Some of the white skeleton birds shook from the impact, jolting the dwarves and knights. Still, almost none of them took direct hits.

“Commander Rosalyn!”

Metelona looked toward the castle wall where Rosalyn should have been. She was calmly giving orders to the former Whipper mages. Cale could hear her voice through the communication sphere.

“We’ll focus on defending against the Empire’s magic. Use your spells to set off theirs in advance before they can touch the skeleton birds.”

Baaaaaang! Bang! Baaaaaang!

Explosions bloomed in the sky from the two sides’ onslaught. Dark-gray smoke billowed up, blotting out the clear sky overhead.

“Attack! Keep it up!” Metelona said.

The smoke from all the explosions would obscure the vision of the birds’ riders, and the aftershocks might make it harder for them to control their mounts. Spells that seemed to amount to hundreds more than Whipper could produce concentrated and covered the gray sky.

“W-wasn’t that enough?”

The soldiers and nobles blurted out what they were thinking while Metelona dutifully observed the sky. Then she heard the imperial prince’s voice.

“Not yet. These bastards…”

A gale whooshed past Metelona’s ears. The white birds were slicing down through the gray smoke as if they were arrows.

Adin sounded strangely heated as he said, “These bastards are strong.”

Boooooooom!

The dozens of white birds cut through the magic explosions and crashed into the black golems.

Baaaaang! Baaaaang!

The birds’ beaks and wings aimed for the golems, while the golems’ large hands reached for the birds. They clashed over and over, neither side paying a thought to their own destruction.

“It’s a battle of giants,” a noble said, terrified.

The earth trembled, and the din of it all made their ears ring. There was no room for humans to get involved. However, the people steering these great birds were fiercer than ever. This was especially true for Clope, who no longer had the voice-changing and amplification magic cast on him. He kept on surging toward the golems’ controllers without caring about how his white hair whipped in the wind.

“Heh… Hee hee… Aha ha ha ha ha ha!”

He couldn’t stop laughing—but his eyes were ice-cold.

“You’re so strong! Such sturdy constructions!”

The golems were strong, so much so that the sturdiness of the necromancer-fortified white skeleton birds was laughable.

Even so, Clope shouted, “Crash into them! Knights, take out your swords! Destroy the cockpits!”

They had nothing to be afraid of.

Baaaaang! Baaaaang!

The battle of giants continued to intensify. Rather than a true battle, it was primarily the white skeleton birds flying around as if they’d gone mad. The golems were trying to swat the white skeleton birds away. Their mission was to destroy Myple Castle, not these birds.

“So annoying.”

Contrary to his words, Adin was smiling. He reached out to Hont, who quickly took out a gray orb and handed it to the imperial prince.

Adin spoke up again, his voice carrying to the golems’ cockpits. “Golem brigade, ignore those birds.”

The birds were probably trying to delay the golems instead of destroying them, since they’d struggle to find the cores even if they managed to wreck the cockpits. How could they locate the hidden cores in this hectic situation? Furthermore, the golems’ bodies were so durable that it would be hard for their foes to chip away enough to reach the cores.

“Hasten your advance,” the imperial prince ordered. “Your number one priority is taking down Myple Castle’s walls.”

The golems’ bodies groaned as their movement patterns changed. The large ones ceased fending off the white skeleton birds.

Boom. Boom. Boom.

The smallest golem was ten meters in height, and the other twenty-nine were taller than that. They broke into a run, making a beeline for Myple Castle.

Adin continued speaking into the orb. “What is going on?”

The golem at the center that was leading the others suddenly stopped. It was the largest and darkest one, fifteen meters tall.

In a murmur so only those closest to him would hear, Cale said, “Help Choi Han.”

The young dragon answered him. ‹I understand, human! I’ll come back after I destroy them!›

Cale looked at the largest and darkest golem and spotted a speck of a man climbing up its body. It was Choi Han, with his black helmet and regular sword. He effortlessly scaled the construct.

A single human had intervened in this fight between giants.

Right then, Choi Han heard the voice of a reliable partner in his ear. ‹Choi Han! My human said to help you!›

Choi Han smiled, lifting his head. He could see the large golem’s black body, and he felt how sturdy and strong it was as he climbed up. His reliable partner, the young dragon, told him what to do.

‹The back of the neck. Aim for the scruff of the neck.›

The golem’s arm moved to catch him, groaning with the motion. It was so big and heavy that Choi Han could hear it cutting through the air.

‹That’s where the source of its power is.›

Choi Han did not stop.

‹My human said to destroy that!›

He had no reason to stop. He only had reasons not to.

The man who’d led the mage brigade in the first battle whirled toward Adin, pointing at the largest golem. “Your Imperial Highness, it’s that man! The one who wounded Duke Huiten!”

The swordsman with the black helmet. The man who’d brought down the Sword of the Empire without an aura.

Adin shifted his gaze over to the golem and saw someone rushing up it. His presence was so small, it seemed insignificant.

Is he a swordmaster or a swordsman with special abilities? Adin wondered, curious. Not that it was particularly important. I’ll find out if I catch and torture him.

It was a simple matter. He opened his mouth and spoke to the gray orb.

“Golem 1, capture the helmeted swordsman.”

This designation belonged to the one Choi Han was scaling, and it was the first the alchemists had recreated since the golems’ extinction in ancient times. The golems were numbered by size, so it was also the largest.

“Golems 17, 18, and 19 will assist. The rest will advance toward Myple Castle.”

The golems acted on their orders, their thunderous footfalls loud and clear.

The alchemist sitting in the giant creature’s cockpit steered it with a click of his tongue. “This nuisance may as well be a fly!” He scowled, irritated that he’d lost his chance to act.

A huge fist flew toward the fly that was stuck to its body. The fist opened, and a large palm flew down at the human climbing up its thigh. The golem was about to smack its limb like a human trying to catch a mosquito.

Boom!

Choi Han scoffed. “He’s treating me like I’m a mosquito. Or maybe a fly.”

He looked at the palm hanging above him and kicked off the golem’s body. He shot up between the golem’s fingers in a flash, and a moment later…

Boom!

The loud impact wasn’t the type of noise the palm would make smacking into its body.

‹Choi Han! Behind you!›

I know, Raon.

Choi Han wrenched his body around. A slightly smaller golem’s hand surged toward him, and he could see the cockpit of this one. The alchemist inside sneered as if he’d already caught Choi Han. “This fight is way out of your league!”

Golem 17’s palm flew at Choi Han.

‹Choi Han, there’s one on the right! The left side too!›

Huge black golems blocked Choi Han’s path on all sides. Darkness enveloped him like a curtain of night. All he could see when he lifted his head was the face of a golem.

One of the alchemist controllers shouted, “We got him! We’ll avenge Duke Huiten!”

Why were humans afraid of dragons, monsters, and wyvern knights? The alchemist thought the answer was simple. It’s because humans are but a speck of dust next to them.

Thus, the alchemists steered their golems to trample the insignificantly small human. But just then…

Choi Han huffed a scornful laugh. “You don’t get it.”

It was hilarious to see those who pushed for a fight trusting blindly in their size.

“You’re all humans in the end.”

No matter what, the golems were operated by humans. Why were dragons and wyverns terrifying? Just because they were big? No, it was because they were living creatures, like humans, that could emit overwhelming pressure or murderous intent.

At the end of the day, a hollow object is just a hollow object.

Choi Han twisted again.

From the right first!

The golem’s fist struck the empty ground, which shook from the impact. Choi Han stepped on the golem’s shoulder and sprang up into the air.

Now behind!

Choi Han’s body twirled in the air. He landed lightly on the back of the golem’s hand as it came from behind him.

The alchemist saw him kick off the back of the golem’s hand and soar into the air like a butterfly—no, like a bird. He looked absolutely free.

This bastard!

The alchemist had a very bad feeling about this. No longer could he—

No!

The alchemist operated the golem’s other arm. Its huge hand sped toward the spot in the air where Choi Han was floating. However, Choi Han evaded the powerful blow. Extremely easily, in fact.

He dodged it! No wonder the Sword of the Empire fell!

Sweat dotted the alchemist’s forehead. Meanwhile, he could clearly see that the man who’d stepped on the golems’ hands and feet was soaring ever higher.

The alchemist in Golem 17 gulped. “Our eyes met.”

After landing on the golem’s shoulder, where the cockpit was, the man continued going up. He had a black helmet, a plain metal sword, and light-black attire. Amid his dark silhouette was a bright-red glow—a glow that emanated from his crimson eyes.

“O-our eyes…our eyes met.”

The alchemist had definitely seen red eyes between the slits of the man’s helmet. A chill ran down his spine, and his hands and feet went numb. That man terrified him.

Yet the swordsman simply passed him by.

Realizing something, the alchemist in Golem 17 cried out, “Golem 1! We have to protect Golem 1!”

Choi Han was already treading on Golem 1’s shoulders when the alchemist’s voice reached the gray orb in Adin’s hand.

As he passed Golem 1’s cockpit, Choi Han saw the bewildered alchemist through the glass. Golem 1 twisted, its hands reaching for Choi Han.

Golem 1’s controller watched Choi Han keep his balance on the golem’s shoulder, avoiding its hand. He knows! the alchemist realized. This bastard knows!

Then Choi Han headed for the back of the golem’s neck.

“Your Highness! That man knows where the core is!”

No!

The core had been reduced to a very small size and deliberately embedded in the back of the golem’s neck instead of the heart, stomach, or head. The alchemist knew, statistically speaking, that the helmeted swordsman couldn’t possibly pinpoint the core’s location in one go; the back of the golem’s neck was several times larger than a fully grown man. Besides, he didn’t even have an aura. How did he plan to destroy the golem and its core when it was hard to cut the golem’s body, even with an aura?

Aura can’t destroy the core anyway!

An aura wouldn’t cause the necessary damage. Only something that held the same attribute as the core or was several tiers stronger could destroy the orb.

Nevertheless, the alchemist had a strange—no, a petrifying conviction. He knows where he’s going! He knew exactly where the core was! His unhesitating strides and movements said it all. If that was truly the case, it was a huge problem.

“Don’t touch the core! It’s dangerous to mess with it!” the alchemist cried despite himself. The vice-master might even kill me!

His shout resounded like a scream, but it didn’t reach Choi Han. The golem shuddered as Choi Han headed for a particular spot.

‹Choi Han! It’s in the lower central area on the back of the golem’s neck! You just have to go a little farther!›

Choi Han firmly grasped the handle of his sword as he listened to Raon.

The dragon’s tone turned inquisitive as he asked, ‹Choi Han, are you hurt? Why are your hands shaking? Your body seems tense!›

Choi Han’s fingertips were trembling, as Raon pointed out. He put strength into his quivering hands. How strange…

His heart was beating wildly. Ba-dump, ba-dump. Why was it acting so unusual? His aura also stirred to life, fluctuating in his body.

Choi Han’s eyes landed on the exact spot he needed, right on the back of Golem 1’s neck. That was where Raon said he’d find the orb containing the source of the golem’s power. Choi Han’s senses were focused on it, so much so that it was almost painful.

Thump. Thump.

Choi Han’s heart hammered as he drew his blade. His sword, his hand, and his heart coveted the source of the golem’s power. He knew it instinctively.

I can get stronger.

The thing inside contained the last piece he needed to perfect his darkness.

If I absorb this, I won’t walk a path of despair.

With that realization, Choi Han boldly thrust his sword into the back of the golem’s neck. Black aura spewed out from the embedded sword. The imperfect darkness that was invisible to others penetrated the golem’s body, and all the while, Choi Han’s heart kept on pounding. Thump. Thump. Thump.

Golem 1 shook even more violently. Its controller’s face scrunched up as if he were about to cry. “No! Don’t touch the core!”

He sent the golem teetering backward in a last-ditch effort to get rid of Choi Han. Golems 17, 18, and 19 attacked from above.

Choi Han didn’t see them as he thrust his sword deeper and deeper. Then he heard something. Pling! It was the sound of metal hitting glass. He quickly concentrated his aura in the tip of his sword and pushed the blade like a man possessed. With a loud crack, his black aura—his imperfect darkness—broke the orb.

“Did he break it?”

The controller of Golem 1 went wide-eyed, lips quivering as the control panel turned black. If that swordsman had a stronger power with a conflicting attribute to the core’s, there would’ve been a warning alert the moment he appeared. Since no alert sounded, it must’ve shared an attribute with the core.

“A-a human has the despair attribute?”

And deep despair at that? The alchemist’s face turned white with fear.

“I’m dead.”

The core was broken.

“I-I’m so dead!”

When the alchemist jumped out of the cockpit, a chilling sound filled the battlefield. Then everyone saw black smoke billowing up from the back of the golem’s neck. More shrill cries rose alongside the smoke.

Choi Han couldn’t move. He felt as if he was frozen. Black energy flowed through his sword, using his imperfect darkness as a medium. Pain. Anger. Despair. The despair of those whose lives had been stolen from them.

‹Choi Han!›

He could feel the despair of others. No, he was bombarded by the despair of hundreds of people.

‹Hey! Choi Han!›

His eyes lingered on the spot where his sword was embedded in the unmoving golem. Black liquid spilled from the orb, leaking out of the golem’s neck. It was dead mana, but nothing like the dead mana he’d encountered so far. This dead mana was thick with misery. Darkness—deep, deep darkness—flowed out in a mass of despair.

‹Choi Han!›

Flowing out a drop or two at a time, the liquid dyed Choi Han’s ordinary sword black.

Since it’s like dead mana, I should get away from it. And yet…

Choi Han knew he had to go, but he was rooted to the spot. He was hyperaware that his body wouldn’t move an inch.

How did one obtain perfect darkness?

This will be an easy way out when I don’t want to suffer.

They turned into a monster that fed on the despair of others. Choi Han’s heart and the aura within his body kept urging him to become a monster.

Choi Han’s face went ghastly pale. No. This…this is…

‹Choi Han!›

“You fool!”

Choi Han gasped as he felt an invisible round body shove him away from the sword, as well as someone grabbing him by his collar.

“Raon.”

It was Raon who’d pushed him aside.

“Clope.”

And it was Clope who’d gripped him by the scruff of his neck. Separated from his sword, Choi Han flew upward, with Clope holding his collar. He felt the soft touch of reptilian skin on his cheek, somehow cool and warm all at once. It was Raon’s front paw.

I must have lost it for a second there.

“I-I must have—”

Shrill cries drowned out the rest of his sentence as they grew ever louder.

The black smoke expanded to cover the sky, as it would during a massive fire. The soldiers from Whipper and the Empire who weren’t on the battlefield probably saw one giant puff of smoke. And though it looked like smoke, it was comprised of pitch-black droplets invisible to anyone beyond the field of combat. If concentrated, the liquid would’ve amounted to only two handfuls.

“W-we have to get rid of the smoke,” Choi Han said.

It was crucial that they dispel the black fluid, which was more dangerous than dead mana. It shouldn’t have existed at all.

“Raon, we have to tell Mr. Cale.”

They had to tell him that there was something more terrible than the golems. He needed to know that the Empire and Arm were truly out of their minds, and that hell would really begin when that thing came out into the world.

Choi Han looked toward the Empire’s side rather than Whipper’s, searching for the man with red hair standing among countless others on the dirt wall. But that red hair was hard to find, and the Empire’s troops were moving en masse.

“The golem! The golem was destroyed!”

“Who is that guy? Was he the one who defeated Duke Huiten?!”

The Empire’s army was falling to pieces. All they had seen was Golem 1 jerking to a halt and producing a plume of black smoke. There was also that horrific shrieking to contend with.

“Won’t all the golems be wrecked at this rate?”

When the fear-stricken nobles looked at the prince, they caught sight of his contorted expression. Also watching him was a particular red-haired man.

“Lord Cale! Why, this is just…!”

Although Vice-Captain Hilsmann wanted to cheer at the sight of the golem’s destruction, he was taken aback by the sight of his lordling. He faced Cale, tamping down his excitement and keeping Adin in his periphery.

“My lord?”

Cale was clutching the area over his heart.

“Are you feeling ill again? Do you feel like you’re going to vomit blood?!”

‹Human! What is it now? Choi Han and I found these terribly sad things!› Raon’s urgent voice resounded in Cale’s mind. ‹Human, you have to hurry. This is a big problem! I-I think it’ll be hard even for me to handle! Do you think Goldie can do it?›

“Does your heart hurt, my lord?”

Cale couldn’t pay much attention to their fretting with everything going on in his head. It started when the golem stopped, and all he could make out were the terrible cries and black smoke. His heart beat against his rib cage, his insides churning.

What’s going on?

Then an ever-quiet voice rang in his mind; it was the ancient owner of the Energy of the Heart. “It’s the same as back then.”

Back when? Cale took a deep breath to steady his heart and asked what was going on.

It was the gluttonous priestess, owner of the Unbreakable Shield, who answered him. “We had to fight thousands of golems back then. Golems are constructs made of dead mana and suffering souls. The core’s liquid is a terrible, wretched thing.”

The thief, owner of the Sound of the Wind, chimed in, “Golems… If you want to run away from them, use my power. If you want to protect your people and your home, use the power of the earth.”

Cale could use the wind to escape with everyone or the earth to protect everyone.

“And lastly, if you want to destroy them?” came another voice. It was the owner of the Sky-Devouring Water. “Well, our names aren’t just for show.”

Cale mulled it over. If he wanted to destroy, then…

In a whisper, the ancient continued, “What would we need to eliminate both the golem and the black despair within the dead mana?”

There was only one answer, and Cale said it out loud. “Fire.”

The Fire of Destruction.

This time, the stone guardian spoke up. “Do you know why that cheapskate set fire to the north? Of course, it started for a different reason, and he was also helping the Sky-Devouring Water, and, um, there was also the fact that this nutjob went crazy, but…”

It wasn’t easy to set the northern region of the continent ablaze, no matter how crazy one was. Yet it was in his madness that the miserly owner of the Fire of Destruction had saved the north—saved the Western Continent.

“This cheapskate was the one who eliminated the greatest amount of black despair and golems on the Western Continent. It made him a hero, at least to all of us.”

He was the one who had surrounded himself with the fiery thunderbolt, using fire and light to battle the despair.

“The true power of complete fire is to destroy or purify everything.”

Nature’s element of fire was the coexistence of two contradictory forces: destruction and purification.

At last, the Fire of Destruction’s owner spoke up, his tone serious for the very first time. “Golems and black despair contain the despair of those who have been deprived of their lives. Their deaths weren’t natural but the result of dark magic.”

Dark magic? Not alchemy?

Without mirth, the ancient’s voice was immeasurably deep. The Fire of Destruction’s owner spoke his will and beliefs for the first time. “We need to get rid of that damn thing. No one’s life should be taken away like that. People need to protect their lives.”

Cale could feel the five Ancient Powers roaring together for the first time. All at once, they shouted, “Get rid of it!”

After that, Cale relaxed his grip on his chest.

“Are you all right, my lord?”

‹You okay, human?›

Raon and Hilsmann watched as one side of his mouth crept up into a crooked smile.

To think these damn Ancient Powers and I are on the same wavelength. He liked it very, very much. Yeah, we have to get rid of that. I’m not letting it run rampant.

One of the Ancient Powers broke its mold when Cale’s will aligned with its former owner, the hero. This power hadn’t originally needed a vessel. The flame of the one known as the greatest ancient warrior rose again within Cale’s body.

Boom. Boom.

Cale’s body thrummed fiercely, and he heard a loud cry coming from within. Something was happening to the fiery thunderbolt engraved like a tattoo over his heart. It was slowly being absorbed into his skin, while all of his other tattoos remained.

Dark magic…

Birth of a Hero only had one paragraph about dark magic. It was a story about the necromancers meeting their end at the hands of the Church of the God of Sun.

 

There were necromancers, and there were black mages. Although both necromancers and black mages used dead mana, one acted within the boundaries of nature while the other rebelled against it. Dark magic, which was said to have disappeared after ancient times, went against the laws of nature.

 

Cale looked over at the golems, the creatures created in defiance of rationality.

The distraught voices of the Mogor Empire’s forces reached his ears.

“Just who is that man?!”

“If he destroyed the largest golem that fast, can’t he do the same to the others?!”

The soldiers were crouching in fear while the nobles and leaders cried out.

While the golems were powerful war machines created by their Empire, they couldn’t handle the horrific black smoke and eerie screeches coming out of them.

“Wh-what is that?”

It was disgusting. Furthermore, the people attacking the golems seemed to be a priest and holy knights of the Church of the God of Sun.

“Something’s not right here.”

“I know, something’s definitely off.”

The soldiers started casting wary glances at their leaders. Just as Cale noticed this and his eyes lit up, he heard Adin’s voice.

“Metelona!”

Metelona raised her hand and said, “Attack that swordsman and the birds—they who destroyed the Sword of the Empire and our golems, the holy relics of ancient times!”

Hundreds of spells launched into the sky anew as the mages and alchemists went back on the offensive.

Cale burst out laughing. You scummy bastards!

Choi Han, Clope, and the white skeleton birds were close to the golem brigade, but the Empire was attacking them? Their strategy was obvious.

They’re trying to cover it up.

The imperial forces were trying to hide the black smoke and the terrible screeching. It was probably an attempt to shake the soldiers and nobles from their stupor.

Baaaaang! Baaaaang!

Rosalyn and the former Whipper mages were forced to retaliate. They needed to protect the white skeleton birds.

Baaaaang! Bang! Bang!

The smoke and screeching were being drowned out by the spells exploding in midair.

‹Human! Choi Han and I destroyed the golem and saw that black liquid come out of the orb. We need to destroy these things, but I don’t know how to do it! We have to call Goldie!›

Raon’s voice cut through the loud explosions. Cale raised his head and saw a white skeleton bird flying up to dodge the spells. The helmeted swordsman was on top of it.

‹And something was wrong with Choi Han! He seemed bewitched by that black liquid!›

Something happened to Choi Han?

‹But what do we do with those thirty-some golem cores? This is bad! Who will break them all?! We need to save everyone, but I… Well, I’m great and mighty, but I haven’t learned everything yet!›

Cale opened and closed his fists. Do I need to step in? No, he didn’t have a choice. He couldn’t just leave those things alone. He needed to get rid of them.

But if he did that, pretending to be on the Empire’s side would have been in vain. He had to help Rex as well, and stepping in would make that extremely difficult.

Furthermore, his entering the battle would drag all of Rowoon into the mess along with him. The kingdom didn’t want to see its citizens shed any more blood.

At that moment, he heard the fiery cheapskate’s voice. “There were others who could purify the black despair as well.”

There were? Does that mean I don’t need to step in?

“Dark elves and necromancers.”

Ha! Cale was flabbergasted. The dark elves had to live in hiding because humans loathed them, and the necromancers had been destroyed by the church and the other light-affinity religions.

“They are still a part of nature.”


Nature had never abandoned them.

At that moment, Cale recalled someone’s voice. It belonged to someone from the black desert, that Land of Death. Someone who had lived in that underground city their whole life.

“It felt like all of my veins were popping at once. To survive, I needed to learn to control the dead mana while enduring the intense pain shooting through my body. Given the choice between becoming a black mage or a necromancer, I chose to become a necromancer.”

The ten-year-old Mary had turned to necromancy to survive, and now she was needed to save the people on this battlefield. Cale couldn’t help but laugh at the irony.

‹Human, are you okay? Did you go insane because you’re so angry? You can’t turn out like Clope!›

Dark magic was being disguised as alchemy right in front of the Church of the God of Sun’s eyes? There was nothing funnier than this.

Booooom. Booooom.

The rumblings in Cale’s body became even stronger, and he felt himself heating up. The fire was getting bigger.

‹Human! I’ll contact Goldie now!›

Cale didn’t stop Raon. Erhaven needed to know about this.

From where he stood beside Valentino, away from the commotion of the Empire’s base, Cale said, “Fetch Mary.” His command was directed toward the communication sphere in Hilsmann’s pocket.

“Pardon, Lord Cale?”

Cale ignored Rosalyn’s voice and added, “Don’t destroy the golems for now. Just block them.”

His mind made up, Cale swept his gaze over the imperial prince, the battlefield, and Myple Castle in turn. I’ll get in touch with Albert as soon as Raon finishes contacting Erhaven. Then he would make his move.

‹Human! Human!›

Hearing Raon’s panicked voice, Cale felt his heart sink. Did something happen to Lord Erhaven? He listened for Raon to provide more information.

‹I can’t contact Goldie!›

Cale scowled. Oh, damn it.

Raon hesitated, then cried out, ‹Human! S-someone just left a message on the communication device!›

A message? From whom?

‹It’s from the jungle! Ritana sent it!›

Ritana, the queen of the jungle? What does she need?

Queen Ritana was currently leading her warriors to the jungle sector closest to the Empire’s southern border. Rather than having them directly help the Kingdom of the Whipper, Cale and Ritana had opted for a different plan: They would march the jungle’s forces into the Empire’s southern region once the imperial army lost this second round to Whipper. That was when Valentino and the Kingdom of Karo would make their move as well.

Raon quickly summarized the message. ‹She said, “Lord Cale, the jungle is under attack! The Empire is after Sector Seven!”›

Cale’s mind went blank. Of the fifteen sectors that made up the jungle, Sector Seven was at the center, with a large river flowing through it. That was also where the ruler’s palace lay; it was pretty much their capital. And now the Empire had attacked it? That was bad.

There probably aren’t many warriors in Sector Seven right now, and Ritana isn’t there either! Damn it! Cale looked over at Adin, convinced that the scoundrel had sent troops in knowing they’d gone elsewhere. Someone had to have reported to Adin about their absence.

‹She also said, “I think there’s a spy in the jungle!”›

Cale clenched his fists. Mention of a spy brought to mind when the Empire set Sector One ablaze. That had to be it; there was no way they could’ve set that fire without a spy. But the spy couldn’t be a leader, since the Empire didn’t yet know about the four realms’ alliance—which included Rowoon.

“I was too complacent.” No, I was stupid.

“My lord?” Hilsmann cautiously called out to Cale, whose face had suddenly stiffened up. Cale didn’t hear him.

Birth of a Hero had provided information about the spy on Tunka’s side, but it never said anything about a spy related to the pillar of fire in Sector One. He’d assumed the Empire had done it on their own.

Now a burning question nagged at him. How did the Empire directly attack Sector Seven, the heart of the jungle, without running into the jungle’s warriors?

No sooner than he’d asked himself that did he arrive at the answer. “Oh.”

Raon soon followed up with an explanation from Ritana. ‹“They say a flying object has appeared. It has the Mogor Empire’s flag on it!” is what she said!›

The Empire, too, had a way to dominate the sky.

As expected, Adin was not an easy enemy to defeat. He was openly attacking the Kingdom of the Whipper while also decisively dealing with the jungle aiming at the Empire’s back.

Baaaaang! Baaaaaang!

Spells kept crashing against each other as the white skeleton birds and the golems collided in a war of attrition. The Whipper side didn’t attack the golems, merely focusing on defense—an order that had come from Cale himself.

Raon told him about the last bit of Ritana’s message. ‹“I’m sorry, Lord Cale, but we’re retreating. I need to save Sector Seven! According to the reporting warrior, alchemists have appeared on the deck of the flying object and are trying to summon something. I have a bad feeling about this. I’ll contact you as soon as I know what they’re summoning!”› The black dragon paused. ‹Human, whatever it is they’re summoning…what if it’s a golem, or something like it?›

There were probably only a few warriors left for defense, and Sector Seven was filled with regular people. What would happen if golems or that black despair covered the land?

The Fire of Destruction’s owner gave Cale the answer. “The black despair is poison to the living, as it originates from dead mana. In fact, it’s an even stronger poison than dead mana. It has cursed abilities. Hell will break loose.”

Cale’s lips parted, and he abruptly announced, “Screw this shit.”

Hilsmann and Valentino reeled at his outburst, their wide eyes glued to Cale.

Paying them no heed, he wrote a name in the air with one finger. “Call this person over.” Then he gently pushed Hilsmann away, freeing himself from the man’s hold.

“Huh?! My lord… My lord! Why are you leaving?”

Hilsmann tried to grab Cale in his bewilderment, but Cale ignored him and sauntered off to toward Adin. The imperial prince stood in the center of the battlefield, where chaos reigned.

Nobles and imperial soldiers alike fretted over Cale as he made for the core of the conflict.

“Oh, Commander! Why aren’t you resting?”

“Commander, please get some rest.”

Yet his gaze never left Adin, who radiated calm amid the turmoil.

Looking relaxed, Adin turned his head toward Cale. “What is it, Commander? Are you feeling all ri—”

Wind whipped to life at the tips of Cale’s feet. In a split second, he shot forward like an arrow, reached out, and grabbed Adin.

“Augh!”

The imperial prince gasped for breath as the man’s pale hands grabbed the scruff of his neck. Then he realized something. He’s not in pain!

There was much more strength in Cale’s pale hands than he’d anticipated. With his head tilted back, Adin could see two reddish-brown eyes looking down at him.

Cale beamed radiantly at him, eyes crinkling with the motion. “Your back is wide open.”

All of this took just a few seconds.

“Eek! Commander!”

“Your Highness!”

“What the hell?!”

The Empire’s side went to shambles, but Adin merely smiled at Cale. “I-I knew…ngh…I couldn’t let my guard down around you.”

There was a reason he hadn’t let go of that 1 percent chance—the same reason he was smiling now. All this time, he’d wondered, Is he bold enough for such a strategy? Could Rowoon—could Cale Henituse—truly be so brazen?

Cale’s smile was even brighter than his own. “Hey, Adin.” Cale’s joyful whisper reached Adin’s ear as the prince let out a groan. “I’ll definitely kill you myself.”

Adin recoiled. Cale’s eyes burned with anger and bloodlust.

Then Cale heard Raon’s voice in his mind. ‹My magic isn’t working! Goodness, this is magic? It’s at Goldie’s level! It’s the same as me! Human! Use the shield!›

Cale immediately activated the Unbreakable Shield. At the same time, black projectiles made of wind flew at his right flank. When they smashed into the shield, his body jerked and he lost his hold on Adin. He was unharmed, thanks to his shield and the one Raon had placed around it, but the shock had him a little shaken. Nevertheless, Cale kept grinning as he stared at the man now standing in front of the imperial prince.

It was Hont, the tower master’s disciple. His eyes brimmed with vigor—more than he had in his body, to be sure.

“You’re the real tower master, aren’t you?”

Hont smirked. “You’ve got some funny ideas, knave. I was wondering what was going on, but you even have a dragon with you.”

Wow, he’s not even denying it. And he knows there’s a dragon by my side? The final Red Star must have been a black mage.

Cale looked around at the startled nobles and the soldiers waffling on whether to attack him.

Metelona cried out, “Catch the bastard who attacked His Highness!”

Someone had dared to touch the imperial prince. This man had the audacity to grab his neck and try to kill him; Cale deserved to be executed for his actions. Moreover, she didn’t want to let this opportunity go to waste. It was a chance to justify capturing Cale and attacking him—and, by extension, the Kingdom of Rowoon.

Still, she couldn’t figure out why Cale had gone after Adin in the first place. She assumed he’d made a rash choice, and a wrong one at that.

“Catch him right away! We cannot forgive him!”

On her orders, the soldiers, knights, and mages surrounded Cale in an offensive formation.

Cale snickered. It’s all ruined.

He had personally torn apart the original plan, in which he pretended to be on the Empire’s side while secretly making other moves in the shadows. For that to work, he would’ve had to stay hidden.

And that’s no longer an option.

How could Mary get rid of these golems, and any in the jungle, all by herself? Cale had to step in. With Mary getting involved, it was only a matter of time before Cale and Rowoon’s involvement was exposed anyway.

These bastards are all acting out in the open, so what am I hiding for?

More than that, after seeing this situation, learning of the golems’ origins, and finding out about the Empire’s dirty tricks…

“I’m so mad.”

His loutish instincts took over.

“Let’s turn everything upside down.”

As Cale muttered to himself, a strange glint flashed in his eyes.

Booooom! Boom!

The rumblings in his body stopped.

“What are you doing?!” Metelona shouted. “Seize that bastard who’s standing there like a fool!”

Yet her voice was drowned out as Cale bellowed, “Citizens of the Empire! Believers in the God of Sun! Step back!”

What?

The imperial forces closing in on him, especially the faithful, flinched at his unexpected statement. Approximately two-thirds of the Empire’s citizens believed in the God of Sun. Here they were, confronted with the sight of Commander Cale yelling so loudly that his neck veins were bulging. This same man had referred to tenets of the Church of the God of Sun when he received the Mogor Medal of Honor.

“Did you see the black smoke and the black arrows?” he continued. “They belong to people who use dead mana!”

At the mention of dead mana, the light-affinity priests and believers shrank back. Metelona, Adin, and Hont stared hard at Cale.

Eyes shining with vitality, he said, “I got a clear look at His Highness’s eyes just now!”

‹They’ll be here soon, human!›

“He has been overtaken by dark magic!”

Metelona was startled to hear it. How did he know about the dark magic?!

She’d thought there was no one left alive who could recognize dark magic, which had allegedly disappeared in ancient times—over ten thousand years ago. Even a dragon couldn’t identify it right away, since their kind lived only about a thousand years.

“Stop with the nonsense! Apprehend this lunatic at once! He comes from the Kingdom of Rowoon, not the Empire!” Metelona said, and a few knights pointed their swords toward Cale.

‹Human, they’re here!›

A bright light surrounded the battlefield as a teleportation circle appeared next to Cale. When the knights spotted the figure within, they stopped in their tracks.

“Huh?!”

“Ah!”

The name Cale had written in the air earlier was Jack. Any believer from the Empire’s Church of the God of Sun would recognize him. The saint and his sister the saintess had run away after being accused of terrorism and murder.

Jack materialized within the circle, his expression innocent and gentle as ever. The sight of him had the imperial forces’ mouths agape.

A ray of light was coming out of him—a divine power with healing properties. The minor injuries on the troops slowly healed as the light surrounded them. The soldiers’ eyes wavered as they watched it happen. Jack had the pure, warm touch of the sun, so much so that he couldn’t possibly be a terrorist.


The knights who were believers ceased their advance, and the soldiers who belonged to the faith dropped their weapons with a series of loud clatters.

“We head toward it,” Cale declared.

The Church of the God of Sun had shouted similar words when they got rid of the necromancers. “We will head toward the light.” Though it wasn’t identical, Cale’s cry echoed theirs from long ago.

From here on out, Rowoon, Whipper, the jungle, the necromancers, and the dark elves would work together. It was the obvious choice: a new history to be written by the beings of multiple realms, many churches, and many tribes. Persecution of the necromancers and dark elves would be a thing of the past as they focused on a new enemy. These new foes were the imperial prince and dark magic.

Cale merely had to adopt a new fighting strategy. If my act is over, I just need to make a new plan.

He had gone for Adin’s neck, and then the saint appeared. The shocking sequence of events would be burned into everyone’s minds.

Cale looked at Jack. The saint wasn’t entirely sure what happening, since he’d been summoned so suddenly. But after seeing Hont and the black smoke in the sky, he didn’t even think twice before picking up where Cale had left off.

“We will overcome it together.”

It was the will of the world he had discovered since he’d joined forces with Cale.

A moment later, the notes of a flute pierced the air.

The Empire’s forces lifted their heads to see the largest white skeleton bird flying above them. The white-haired priest and the helmeted swordsman reached out toward Cale and Jack, and the birds of the people who looked like holy knights surrounded them. It was as if they had come to rescue the saint.

Then something else appeared—a new light.

“…L-light!”

“Is that…?!”

This light was different from the one that healed the imperial troops, so bright that it made even the saint look dull. It had the golden hue of the sun, threaded through with a frightening bloodred color.


Raon was genuinely appalled as he cried out, ‹H-human! You look so freaking strong right now!›

The red-gold light enveloped Cale’s body. It was a blend of the bloodred color of destruction and the bright light of purification.

Cale heard the Fire of Destruction’s owner plead with him. “Destroy the despair. Please.”

This forgotten flame, which famously blazed bright before vanishing from history, had returned to the world.

Cale climbed onto the white skeleton bird. Making eye contact with Adin and Hont, he shouted, “Destroy the golems that were made with dark magic!”

He would destroy them all.

For the first time in ages, the lout had emerged.




Chapter 66:
Following Your Instincts

 

THEY’RE FLYING back up.

Valentino watched as the white skeleton birds that had been floating over the imperial army soared high into the sky. They made way for the sun to shine again, and its brilliant rays lit up the troops’ faces.

“I shall be off as well, Your Highness.”

When Hilsmann spoke, Valentino spotted him floating skyward. What? He’s going too?

‹Vice-Captain! The human said to make sure I don’t leave you behind!›

Hilsmann listened to Raon’s voice and thought about his lord, who was looking for him. It was time for him to get involved in the war as well.

“Oh my…”

Valentino and his knights vacantly watched Hilsmann’s ascent. The vice-captain no longer had a silly expression. In its place was a hardened look befitting an expert of the highest quality.

“Please take care of the rest.”

Regaining his senses as Hilsmann whispered to him, Valentino quickly shouted, “Capture that man! He works for the bastard who tried to kill Adin!”

Then Valentino glanced around, met Adin’s gaze, and stormed toward him with a concerned expression on his face. He needed to play the role of Adin’s close friend for now; the time hadn’t yet come for Valentino to stab him in the back.

“Follow His Highness’s orders!”

He could hear his subordinates playing their parts as well, unsheathing their weapons, as he urgently rushed toward Adin. He got a good look at his surroundings along the way. People had been dumbstruck by the turn of events, but their surprise was beginning to ebb.

Valentino paid close attention to the soldiers, knights, and nobles. He could see the shifts in their expressions, shock giving way to fear and incredulity. After dark magic and the saint entered the picture, the Empire’s people were beginning to question and suspect what they knew to be true.

Amazing.

Valentino was beyond impressed with Cale’s group. At the same time, he loathed the Empire even more. They’ve got far too much blood on their hands.

He started speaking to Adin, who was rubbing his neck. “Are you okay?”

Adin gave a sharp nod, then addressed the other side of the army. “Do not let the enemy’s words shake you!”

The troops stared at him, unable to quell their inner turmoil.

“Why would alchemy be dark magic? Alchemy is the pillar that has supported the Empire for centuries! Don’t forget that the Bell Tower was the only place that reached out to help the children of the slums!”

The tumult died down a bit when they thought of the poor children. After all, there was Hont, who was alive and well—evidence of the program’s success.

“I only used regular magic!” Hont shouted from beside Adin. “The mages here would have felt an evil aura if it was dark magic!”

The mages nodded. Their captain, who had been close to the action, even confirmed it. “It was not dark magic.”

Though the spell had been black, it lacked the nefarious aura dark magic had. He also didn’t detect any dead mana. The captain’s testimony calmed things down a little.

“I came here to repay the Empire for the grace it has shown me!” Hont said.

The imperial prince wore a rare look of urgency as he started to shout. His words jolted everyone out of their stupor. “We are on the battlefield now! We must get rid of them if we want to survive!”

If we want to survive. That phrase woke the imperial army up.

“Knights, raise your swords! Soldiers, pick up your weapons!”

Adin actively moved around to rally the troops, and his efforts restored the Empire’s forces to their previous state of alertness. However, their questions and suspicions had not disappeared.

“Golems and mages, obliterate those evil enemies!”

By “enemies,” Adin was referring to Cale’s group up in the sky.

At the center of his entourage, Cale stood on top of the largest white skeleton bird.

Fire and light crackled and flared, clashing around Cale and covering his body. It stopped his allies from approaching him.

The strong power emanating from Cale gave Choi Han goosebumps. Without thinking, he asked, “Mr. Cale, are you okay?”

Cale looked over at the pale Choi Han. He was almost bewitched? Raon had told Cale that Choi Han was nearly entranced by the black despair. Cale tried to nod to say he was fine, but someone interjected just then.

“Why, Lord Cale! That must be a new power! I really can’t figure out your limits! Look at this beautiful flame… It’s more beautiful and marvelous than the God of Sun!”

Ah, Clope.

Cale ignored the madman’s voice. He could see Jack gawking at Clope in shock, but he ignored that too. “Golems will probably appear in the jungle as well.”

That wiped the smile off Clope’s face. Golems in the jungle? Cale had painted a terrible picture.

“Miss Rina is currently retreating to their capital, Sector Seven.”

Once Cale finished speaking, Choi Han was the first to respond. His mind plagued by the black despair, he cried out, “Mr. Cale! A lot of people will die if that black liquid or the golems go through the jungle!”

The jungle didn’t have many mages or alchemists. Its fighters were warriors skilled in close combat rather than ranged attacks, so they’d fall victim to the black despair if any golems’ cores exploded. Plenty of everyday citizens lived there too.

“Obviously, yes, it’s important that we capture the imperial prince!” Choi Han shouted, then paused. “But we need to stop the attack on the jungle before anything else!”

While it was vital that Cale’s side came out on top in this conflict, Choi Han was haunted by the voices of those trapped within the black despair.

“We can’t let those things hurt people or reach the jungle! We have to save them first!”

Cale’s gaze turned to ice. He looked unapproachable as he stood there, surrounded by fire and light. Was I too emotional? Choi Han thought.

“Calm down,” Cale said evenly. “Do you think I don’t know that?”

Oh, he’s his usual self. The air around Cale was different, but he was still the same as ever. Choi Han waited for him to continue with bated breath.

As soon as Hilsmann landed on the white skeleton bird, Cale said, “I will now give out your orders.”

Cale’s voice would be heard not only on the white skeleton birds but also throughout Myple Castle, thanks to the communication spheres. Knowing as much, Cale grinned.

‹Human! What are you going to do? What do I have to do?›

What am I going to do? Well…

He had one thing in mind. “A shitshow.”

“Excuse me?”

“What was that, Mr. Cale?”

“What do you mean, my lord?”

‹Human! You’re going to create a shitshow? I wanna do it too!›

Everyone responded differently, but almost all of them were confused. Cale, on the other hand, was merely putting his whim into simple terms. He was going to destroy everything.

Cale was a man who always did what he set out to do. This would be the first time he’d change up the roles in his group. He had always been at the back, leaving other people to go on the offensive. This time was different.

“Support me.”

He would be at the center of this operation. They were all intelligent people, so they probably got the message.

“Lord Cale!” Rosalyn called out, worried.

Choi Han’s mouth flapped as he struggled for what to say.

Cale patted the pale swordmaster’s shoulder and said calmly, “This is something I have to do.”

Since Choi Han had almost been captivated by the black despair, Cale had to keep him out of the battle. Mary’s assistance would’ve been more than welcome, but she wouldn’t be able to contribute much. Cale needed something that would make a big impact.

The citizens of the Empire and Whipper alike needed to see the great fire that could burn evil. With this, the war might spread throughout the continent after all.

Jack clasped his hands in prayer, watching Cale along with the others. “Lord Cale…”

“Everybody get out of the way.”

“Excuse me?” Hilsmann blurted out.

Nonchalant as ever, Cale said, “I don’t think I can control myself today.”

“I-I beg your pardon…?”

Cale kicked off the bird while everybody stood there, bewildered. “Raon!”

‹Haah… All right, human!›

Thanks to the dragon’s magic, Cale soared freely through the sky. He was still enveloped in the red-gold light. As he flew, he could see the white skeleton birds heading in one direction—and it wasn’t toward the golems.

“Clever bastard.”

Smirking as he thought about Clope, Cale slowly descended. Dozens of spells whizzed over his head.

“As I expected.”

Rosalyn was smart as well. The spells, which she’d ordered the former Whipper mages to cast, were moving in the same direction as the white skeleton birds.

Baaaaang! Baaaaang! Bang!

The hundreds of spells from the Empire’s side were focused on the birds and the spells from the Whipper side. While the imperial mages were preoccupied, Cale got face-to-face with the golems.

He looked toward Myple Castle, where he could see a furious Rosalyn with Mary, Tunka, and Herol beside her. They were supporting him, as he’d commanded. That way, he could take on the golems alone.

Half sighing, he muttered, “As for you, I told you to support me.”

“Guarding you is my way of supporting you, Mr. Cale.”

‹He’s right! I’ll support you that way too! I can’t help it because I’m worried, weak human!›

Choi Han and Raon were in the air with Cale, who peered down with another sigh. Then he began to chuckle. “Heh heh heh…”

The golems were looking up at him. Or rather, they were aiming for him. He could see the controllers as well, the very alchemists who’d made these golems.

Cale slowly spread his arms wide.

“Can you hear it?” the Fire of Destruction’s owner asked.


“I can.”

Cale heard a noise as the golems got closer. It sounded like the cries of countless people, trapped inside the golems’ bodies. These were the cries of Rex’s siblings, children from the slums, and even some citizens of Rowoon. They were all here.

The Fire of Destruction’s owner continued, “Long ago, I was forced to hear my parents’ cries as well. They, too, were trapped inside the golems.”


His parents had given everything they had for him. The Fire of Destruction’s owner had received so many things from his parents, and he had to pay them back in full. That was what sent him off the deep end, and it was why he needed to save the Western Continent so he could become worthy of his parents’ pride.

“I am someone who needs to burn up and disappear,” the ancient went on. “But I will not burn alone.”

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Cale’s heartbeat picked up as he closed his eyes. Before his lids shut completely, the last things he saw were the concerned expressions on his friends’ faces. Now he could only see darkness. The ancient’s voice went through his mind again.

“The things that need to burn with me are in front of me! Use me!”

Today, Cale was going on a rampage.

He didn’t know the Fire of Destruction’s limits just yet, but why would a lout need to think about something like that? I do whatever I feel like doing. Sometimes, following the whims of one’s heart was the right answer.

The heavens roared overhead. Choi Han glanced up at the clear sky, clenching his fist on instinct.

‹It’s coming. Choi Han, the fire is coming. The real fire is coming.› Raon’s voice shook as he rambled in everyone’s minds. ‹Dodge! We need shields!›

Cale’s group heard the shriek of the sky as they flinched at Raon’s warning.

Rumble, rumble.

The sound was on a whole other level. The entire sky seemed to be vibrating.

Clope quickly led the white skeleton birds away. “Follow me!”

“Shield!” Rosalyn shouted. “Create as many shields as possible!”

A silver shield sprang up in front of Myple Castle; Raon had created it. At the same time, Cale slowly opened his eyes. He could hear the ancient’s voice once more.

“Give it all you got… Destroy it.”

Cale echoed the last words. “Destroy it.”

Right then, crimson bloomed in the sky, as if it had been tainted with blood. But the sky itself wasn’t the source of the change.

“Wh-what is that?”

The Empire’s troops collapsed as a beautiful gold light melded with the red one in the sky. A fearsome, holy glow filled the heavens, as if heralding a god’s divine punishment. The sky appeared to split open, and that red-gold light struck down to the ground. The light flashed in front of everyone’s eyes, and the sound soon followed.

Baaaaaaaaaang! Baaaaang! Baaaaaang!

Dozens of fiery thunderbolts pierced the earth, covering the battlefield where the golems stood.

Rosalyn instinctively stepped back and grabbed a column on the tower, gasping for breath. She could feel the pressure of the attack even through the dragon’s silver shield.

“Th-that’s the true power of Lord Cale’s fire?”

The only thing she could see was a gold-tinted fire. It burned fiercely as it shot up toward the sky.

Baaaaaang! Baaaaang!

Then she saw it: The huge black golems were starting to break. They were being destroyed, disappearing without a trace.

“Aiiieeeee!”

“Aaaah!”

The alchemists in the golems’ cockpits screamed as they tried to eject themselves, but everything was already melting.

“How did that fire melt the golems?!”

These powerhouses were resilient against aura, yet they were being melted by mere fire. During their frantic attempts to escape, the alchemists heard a series of screeches. Then the black smoke shot up, and the fire melted the golems and their cores. Neither the Empire’s forces nor those of the Kingdom of the Whipper could see their enemy’s base anymore. They couldn’t even tell where the sky ended and the ground began. All they could see was fire, and the golems were burning inside it.

“H-how terrible.”

One of the Empire’s nobles landed on his behind.

Shrieks that were worlds apart from the earlier cries rose up as the golems melted. Then the black smoke caught people’s attention.

“P-people… They’re people!”

The soldiers quivered in fear as the black smoke morphed into a curtain of skulls. The alchemists in the cockpits felt as if the empty eyes of those black-smoke skulls were staring straight at them. They heard the cries of the people who’d died at their hands.

Overwhelmed, the alchemists slumped over. The fire lapped at their bodies, but they couldn’t move. A devil was watching them from behind the skulls’ eyes. No, not a devil—a destroyer.

It was a man with hair as red as blood. Cale Henituse looked down from the sky with a frigid look in his eyes.

One of the alchemists mumbled, “I-it’s over…”

Neither army could see the battlefield any longer. All they could make out was a suffocating sea of fire, as well as the rising black skulls and the terrible screeches. Most importantly, there was Cale Henituse, the person at the center of it all.

Fire, Choi Han thought. He’s become fire.

As he gaped at the flames, Raon yelled, “Choi Han! Snap out of it! It’s not over yet!”

That fire wasn’t the last of it? Surrounded by multiple layers of silver shields, Choi Han flinched, trembled, and hung his head.

The thirty-some golems were slowly melting and collapsing one by one, but he spotted something that not even the fire could melt. The black liquid that had stained his sword black had yet to disappear. Is Mr. Cale’s fire useless against this too?! Choi Han’s eyes clouded over. Will we never be able to destroy that mass of despair?

As he worried over that question, someone outside the sea of fire spoke up.

“It’ll be bad if the fire goes out.”

It was Adin. Should that fire die down, the black despair will be exposed. Our troops will be even more distressed, not to mention suspicious. It would also devastate the area around Myple Castle, permanently transforming it into a mire of death that the living had to avoid.

And yet, he felt almost compelled to smile. He rubbed the back of his neck.

“Cale Henituse…”

Shield. Earth. Water. Fire. This man had the same number of Ancient Powers as White Star did. He couldn’t tell whether the power Cale used to rush toward him and grab his neck was an Ancient Power or a spell, but he knew Cale had at least four Ancient Powers. Despite having so many, Cale was still in good shape.

How entertaining. It really was quite amusing.

But he’d figured something else out—and that made him want to kill Cale more.

“It was you.”

The unknown actor who had foiled all the Empire’s plans until now had to be Cale.

Cale and Rowoon had pretended to be on good terms with the Empire while painting a target on its back. The last pieces of the puzzle clicked into place.

“Launch spells toward Cale Henituse, now!”

He didn’t care about the destroyed golems, the dying alchemists, or the screeching despair. His sole thought was for the damage control he would need to do once the black despair was exposed. Even Cale Henituse can’t get rid of it.

The black despair was still wailing from inside this sea of fire, the dead crying out. Even the most formidable powers couldn’t destroy it.

Then I’ll kill Cale Henituse and blame it on him.

As long as he killed Cale, he could tie up all the loose ends.

“Vice-Master! Mage Captain!”

Two people snapped to their senses as Adin called for them, though the other nobles and soldiers were all still out of it.

Adin rattled off his orders without hesitation. “Aim for Cale Henituse! He’s standing still now!”

Indeed, Cale was hovering in midair.

“Can’t you hear the screams of the golems’ dying controllers?! Quickly, we must get revenge for them and the Empire!”

Metelona sprang into action, issuing commands to the mages and alchemists. “Follow His Highness’s orders! Use all your magic stones and ready your strongest attacks! Our target is Cale Henituse!”


Magic hummed to life as the mages began to cast their spells with shaking hands. They were all targeting the man who’d created this unimaginable situation.

“Only death awaits us if that fire reaches us!”

The imperial prince’s words got everyone moving. Once the mages had prepared their spells, they waited for the command to fire. Metelona glanced at Adin, who raised a hand. The moment it came down, they would attack.

He began to lower his hand, smirking as he watched the flames on the battlefield. Something else bolstered his confidence.

Hont is smiling.

Hont, the tower master’s disciple, wore a wide grin. He seemed to be relishing this. It convinced Adin that the Empire wasn’t in danger. Cale was going to die, so Adin could smile even as he stared down that daunting fire.

Yet as his hand continued moving down, something caught Adin off guard.

After keeping his silence for so long, Hont spoke up. “I need to inform White Star,” he said. “This is one of those powers—the powers of the forgotten ones. The true Ancient Powers.”

The imperial prince’s eyes went wide. Things were changing. The sea of fire was changing.

He heard Hont’s voice again. “We must kill him. We must do it before he gathers them all.”

Right then, one of the attacking mages dropped to the ground and yelled, “I can’t do it! I-I just can’t! I c-can’t attack while I’m l-looking at that!”

The mage gawked at the sight in front of him and clasped his shaking hands. His eyes darted between Cale and the thing speeding toward him. The black smoke—no, the black-smoke skulls—were heading in his direction.


They shrieked as they zoomed toward Cale, but he didn’t care one bit as he stood there with his head down. Every so often, he’d thought, How would it feel to be truly OP, to wreak havoc and cause a real shitshow? Would it be refreshing? Exciting? Fun?

It’s not fun at all!

He felt like garbage. He looked down at the ground, where he could see the melting golems and the alchemists burning to death; they either screamed and thrashed or did nothing at all. Furthermore, he could see the sticky, disgusting black despair encroaching on him. The ground darkened where the despair touched it, and the smoke and the shrieks intensified.

As the screaming substance surrounded him, Cale lifted his head to find Choi Han staring at him in shock. Cale chuckled, then got ready to put his uncontrollable power to use. He alighted on the flaming earth, right in the middle of the melting golems.

Choi Han broke into a run. “Mr. Cale! That liquid, it’s…!”

The black despair closed in on Cale, clumping around him. Cale slowly disappeared, as if he was sinking into a black swamp. Choi Han could barely make him out now; he looked as if he would drown in it soon enough.

“No!”

He can’t become bewitched like me! He can’t be tricked by that power!

Choi Han tried to sprint out of the safety of the silver shield, but an invisible presence stopped him.

“Let me go, Raon!”

“Stupid Choi Han! Did you forget what the human said?!”

Choi Han flinched, his shout dying away.

The young black dragon reminded him, “The human said that he might not be able to control the power, but he’s still okay! There’s no issue with his vessel either!”

Raon was calmly assessing Cale’s current status.

“The human is just getting started!”

The dragon could sense it. He felt warmth coming from Cale, his human—and warmth was one of the reasons humans sought fire. It consoled the cold and the lonely, and the cold and lonely things were gathering around that power now. In the form of the smoke and skulls, the despair of the dead was huddling close to Cale’s warmth.

Once the despair had coalesced, Raon said, “They’re going to disappear! They’ll vanish!”

What?

No sooner had Choi Han thought that than his vision went red. A red-gold light burst forth, blasting out from the center of the sea of fire.

“The black things—”

The skulls and the viscous liquid were burning, bubbling like a black swamp. This sight wasn’t as overwhelming as the initial sea of fire, but nobody could say anything at that moment.

The terrible shrieks and strange, grotesque cries disappeared. The smoke turned white as the liquid was slowly eaten up by the red-gold light.

They could hear something else as that happened.

“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah! Aaaaaaah! Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”

Many different voices were crying out, and they slowly floated into the air with the now-white smoke. The sea of fire died down as well, going out on its own. The golems disappeared without a trace. In fact, everything did. The screeches and explosions were gone. Rosalyn, who was on top of Myple Castle, raised her head.

Red-gold dust settled on the silver shield. No, not dust—ashes. Fire left behind smoke and ashes once it finished burning.

She opened her mouth to speak. “Purification.”

It was a beautiful sight, as if sunlight was falling in the form of dust. The red-gold ashes descended on the burnt ground like snow, some fluttering down to Cale’s hair and shoulders.

Cale looked up…and his knees buckled.

“Mr. Cale!”

Wide-eyed, Choi Han caught Cale just as he pitched forward.

A drop of black blood dropped out from the corner of Cale’s mouth. Despite the beautiful display of falling ashes, Choi Han scowled. This pretty and peaceful situation, devoid of the din of explosions or cries, had taken a lot of strength. A sacrifice had been necessary to attain this silence. Choi Han knew that this was the case.

“M-Mr. Cale, I—”

Choi Han’s hands were trembling. He tried his best to support Cale in standing up straight.

At that moment, Cale’s lips parted. An invisible round forepaw pushed Choi Han’s hands aside.

‹Choi Han, out of my way!›

Much to Choi Han’s bewilderment, something materialized right in front of him: a soggy piece of apple pie. It wobbled through the air, then landed in Cale’s mouth.

Raon’s sniffling voice sounded in his mind. ‹Human! My human! You’re hungry! I know you’re hungry! That’s your “I’m hungry” look! Gosh, I’m so relieved! This human might feel like he’s been starving for three days, but he won’t die!›

“R-Raon…?”

Choi Han was shocked, but Cale was soon happily munching on the apple pie. His face was filled with fatigue from hard work, and his body was slumped over without an ounce of strength left in it. Still, he shouted through his full mouth, “Aim for the menace on land!”


Choi Han flinched. He’d heard this at the beginning of the battle. Clope had said the same thing as he got on the white skeleton bird.

“Fly up! Aim for the menace on land!”

People had assumed Clope was talking about the golems when he said “menace.”

A smile broke out on Choi Han’s face. At last, he could rest easy. Cale was okay now.

Someone blew a flute. The white skeleton birds that had escaped high up in the sky had returned, and they all shot in a single direction like an arrow.

“The commander has given us an order!” Clope said. “Heh heh, aha ha ha ha ha! It’s finally time to capture the menace on land!”

The birds’ beaks and the knights’ swords were all pointed toward the same spot.

The menace on land was Adin.

The real order Cale had given Clope was aimed at the Empire like an arrow.

Cale smiled brightly and called the name of his vigilant companion. “Choi Han.”

“Yes?”

Cale had no energy left, and his head was spinning. He had used too much power.

“Slap me.”

Silence filled the area for a moment.

“Sorry? A-are you all right, Mr. Cale? You seem confused.”

‹Human, are you okay? Your vessel is fine! Do you go crazy when you use your power now?›

When the fretful pair inquired about his condition, Cale calmly replied, “I feel like I’m going to faint.” And this was not the time to pass out. His eyes landed on Choi Han’s injured hands, and he winced. “No… Never mind.”

If Choi Han woke him up with a slap, it’d buy him a one-way ticket to the afterlife. As someone who had a strong attachment to staying alive, Cale just chewed on the apple pie and put some strength into his shaking legs as he stood up.

Choi Han bit his lip. “Mr. Cale, will you be okay?”

I’m sure he’ll say he’s fine, Choi Han thought. Cale always did. Averting his gaze, Choi Han subtly supported Cale—then heard his sullen voice.

“You think it’s okay?”

“Sorry?”

Does he mean he’s not all right? Choi Han’s face hardened. This was the first time Cale had ever responded in such a way.

Cale went on, “I can’t imagine what the jungle’s going through right now. Do you think it’s okay there?”

On the inside, Cale was fuming. Adin, you bastard. You’re trash that doesn’t even deserve to be burned. Thoughts of Adin, Hont, and the jungle fueled his rage, which pumped through him like hot lava.

Choi Han sighed. “You never change after all…”

Cale, who had no clue what was on Choi Han’s mind, looked away from the swordmaster and pointed at the sky. With a shriek, one of the white skeleton birds alighted on the ground, stirring up another flurry of red-gold ashes. The Faern knight riding the creature hopped off. “Please climb on, Commander.”

The dwarf handed the reins to Cale. Both he and the knight wore reverent looks on their faces, but Cale ignored them in his agitation, hurrying along.

“Hey, Choi Han.”

“Yes?”

Cale got on the white skeleton bird, grabbed the reins, and pointed behind him. “Get on.”

“Excuse me?” Choi Han blurted out, puzzled.

“Aren’t you going to fight?” Cale nonchalantly responded. They had no time to lose.

Choi Han snapped back to his senses. “Oh.” He glanced over at the dwarf and the knight, who were still gazing at Cale with genuine respect. Then his gaze slid back to Cale.

Raon had said that Cale’s vessel was fine, but he had bled a little and his legs were shaking quite a bit. Yet here he was, rallying for a fight.

“I am.”

As soon as Choi Han leapt onto the skeletal creature, it rapidly flapped its wings. It was a medium-sized bird, nowhere near the largest, but its ascent into the air was swift and sure. It was the fastest of the flock, and the reason was obvious.

“I’ll fight too, human!” came a voice only Cale and Choi Han could hear.

Raon was levitating the white skeleton bird.

Now that the bird was in the air, he and Choi Han had a clear view of the Empire’s dirt wall.

Baaaaang! Baaaaang!

The white skeleton birds, the Faern knights, and the dwarves were fighting against the Empire’s forces, aiming for a single target: Adin.

Choi Han steeled his resolve. We’ll join the fray.

“We’re moving,” Cale said.

Choi Han nodded in response—but Cale’s next move threw him and Raon for a loop.

“Wait, Mr. Cale…?”

“What’re you doing, human?”

Cale’s hair fluttered in the wind as the white skeleton bird zipped through the sky.

“Hey, human! Are you real hungry all of a sudden? Do you feel like you’re going to faint? You can’t faint! I’ll destroy everything!” Raon shouted in confusion. “Why are you retreating, human? Why?”

Cale was taking them toward the Kingdom of the Whipper’s side instead of the Empire’s, and quickly at that. Just as shocked as Choi Han and Raon were Rosalyn, Herol, and Tunka, who were confronted with their approach.

“Lord Cale! Are you in pain?” Rosalyn asked. She almost ran toward the edge of the tower, then paused.

Cale, who had flown over on the white skeleton bird, called out to her, “Miss Rosalyn, sword!”

It dawned on Choi Han then that he wasn’t carrying a sword anymore.

Extending a hand, Cale added, “Let’s go, Mary!”

Mary had been on this tower the whole time. Cloaked in her usual black robe, she walked over to the ledge. She’d had to sit back and watch the battle rage on. Now Cale needed her more than anyone else on this battlefield.

Though her face was obscured, Cale spoke directly to her as he said, “We’re dealing with dark magic. Out of everyone here, you’ve got to be the most knowledgeable about this.”

Mary reached out past the ledge. As soon as her black-webbed hand stretched outside her sleeve, Cale grabbed it.

His hand trembled, rattling him. “Raon!”

The black dragon sighed. “All right, human!” Since Cale didn’t have the strength, Raon pulled Mary onto the white skeleton bird. He then whispered in her ear, “I don’t know anything about dark magic, but I can fight really well if you teach me!”

Rosalyn stood at the ledge. “Choi Han!” She hurled the sword toward him, and he snatched it out of the air.

“You sure got it fast.” Choi Han smirked and petted his weapon. It was his own sword, the same one Cale had given him during the battle in Henituse territory after telling him to create a legend. That very sword was in Choi Han’s hand again.

Choi Han yanked off the black helmet and threw it away. With that, everything had returned to normal. Cale confirmed that everyone was ready, then pulled on the reins. Now that they were prepared, it was time to head into battle.

“Lord Cale!” Rosalyn shouted, drawing his attention once more. She smiled and said, “I’ll let the jungle, Rowoon, and the alliance know what’s going on!”

She really is smart. Thanks to her, Cale could press onward without worrying about his back. Rosalyn would thoroughly explain the changed situation to the rest of the alliance.

Herol and Tunka also regained their senses and leapt into action, rattling off commands.

“I’ll coordinate the attacks!”

“Open the gate! Warriors, follow me!”

Cale turned back around without hesitation, then gripped the reins and said, “We’ll move quickly.”

They needed to wrap things up here and set out for the jungle immediately. With how dense the jungle was, they couldn’t let the black despair spread.

“Everybody find your balance. Raon.”

“All right!”

Letting out shrill cries, the white skeleton bird sped toward the enemy leaders. Cale felt the cool breeze rush past his face as they approached the other birds in the sky. He could see how the battle was going.

Baaaaang! Baaaaaang!

An endless array of spells was still coming from the Empire’s side.

“Second mage brigade, aim for the dwarves and knights instead of the birds!”

“The birds! Third mage brigade, destroy those bones!”

The imperial knights surrounded the imperial prince.

“We must protect His Highness!”

“Lift up your shields! Soldiers, at least throw stones or something!”

“It’s over if we get caught by those birds’ talons! Protect His Highness no matter what!”

Hont and Metelona were right beside Adin, and the alchemists had formed a circle around him as well. The lions had already stepped back long ago while the nobles were busy fighting or retreating with their knights’ protection.

“Block them! Protect me first!”

“Assist His Highness! We can only win this battle if the prince survives!”

Shouts and screams resounded throughout the Empire’s base as a white skeleton bird cast a shadow over them. The creaking of its bony wings struck fear into the hearts of the Empire’s forces.

Clope, leader of the aerial forces, burst out laughing.

“Heh heh heh!”

Chills ran down his spine. The Empire fought well even without the golems, and it made him shiver. The white skeleton birds hadn’t managed to completely destroy the shield created by the Empire’s mages.

Baaaaang!

His mount’s beak slammed into the shield.

One of the mages coughed up blood as the shield broke. “Ugh!”

Another one took his place and created a new shield around Adin. The imperial prince was protected by hundreds of mages’ shields, the alchemists, and the imperial knights.

Adin made eye contact with Clope, who watched as he mouthed, “It’s you, isn’t it?” He looked smug, as if he had figured everything out. “You’re Clope Seca, aren’t you? The Guardian Knight.”

The white-haired priest, whom Adin was certain was Clope, moved his lips in response to his silent question.

“You stupid bastard.”

Clope couldn’t help himself. Detecting someone’s approach, he snapped his head up. “There you are, Lord Cale.”

Cale Henituse had arrived. Beaming, Clope urged his mount out of the way.

Hwoosh!

A rough, swift wind swept over Clope’s cheek as Cale’s skeleton bird zoomed past him. It’s happening!

“It’s time for the full assault!” Clope declared. “Slam into them with everything you have! Slam so hard that the bones break down!”

The protective shields would take the brunt of their assault.

While Clope was giving orders, Cale peered down at the eyes of the true menace and said, “Mary.”

“Yes, sir. I have been waiting.”


Black mana flowed out of Mary’s hands, spreading across the white skeleton bird they were riding. The beast gradually turned black—or rather, it lost the white paint covering its original color.

With this, the white skeleton bird was once again a black skeleton bird. It had returned to its true appearance, and everything was bound to be the strongest when it was in its true form. Mary’s mana seeped into the skeleton bird’s black bones, making it shine even in darkness.

Then Clope gave another order. “Open up a path!”

Cale hunched low and spurred his mount on even faster. The bird was now a black arrow whizzing through the air. Clope briefly met Adin’s gaze again and shouted from afar, “Destroy everything in the commander’s way!”

By blocking the magic, stone projectiles, and all other enemy attacks, they would clear a path for Cale to charge ahead without a thought for anything else.

Bang! Bang! Baaaaang!

The white skeleton birds crashed into the spells.

“Cast more spells!”

“Fortify the shields even more! We can’t let them through!”

After passing on his orders, the captain of the mage brigade turned to Adin. “Shall I prepare for you to teleport?”

Teleporting out of the battle was different than retreating to the rear guard; it was tantamount to desertion, which would damage the Empire’s dignity. However, there was a limit to what they could do, since the golems had disappeared while the white skeleton birds were continuing their attacks.

“It’s fine.”

The imperial prince refused to retreat.

Seeing Adin’s qualities as the future Emperor, the mage captain raised his voice again. “Create more shields!”

At this point, he could even see Cale’s face as the now-black skeleton bird approached them. They were that close. The only thing the captain could rely on was the shield, and he put all his power into it.

Cale charged toward the shields created by hundreds of the Empire’s mages without stopping. The white skeleton birds helped create a direct route for him.

Baaaaang! Bang!

Cale gripped the reins. He had no strength left in his body, and he was exhausted. He was too weak to use any more Ancient Powers. He would faint, or worse, if he used one again. Yet he could not stop. He knew what he had to do.

The Empire’s shield was right in front of his nose now. Everyone assumed the black skeleton bird would crash into it, but Cale had something different in mind.

“Raon.” He spoke to the one he couldn’t see but knew was always by his side. “Pierce through it.”

He didn’t even need to hear a response.

“Huh?”

“Th-the shield!”

“No!”

The Empire’s shield was melting.

It was just a small speck at first. A tiny dot appeared on the shields made by hundreds of mages, including some high-tier mages, then grew bigger and bigger.

“No! The shield’s been breached!” the mage brigade captain shouted as Cale led his bird through the gap.

Adin was right in front of him now.

“Attack! Attack the black skeleton bird!”

The mages whose shields had been dispelled urgently started launching spells at Cale.

It was then that Cale locked eyes with the imperial prince. Adin had a relaxed smile on his face as he was protected by the Empire’s forces. Cale didn’t know what was making the bastard smile like that, but he smiled right back at him.

Then he said, “Choi Han.”

That was it.

Choi Han kicked off the bird’s skull and darted forward, a black aura coming out of his sword. His restrictions gone, the swordmaster charged at the imperial prince.

Adin welcomed Choi Han with open arms, sneering at him. “So you’re coming after me.”

Choi Han answered with a stoic expression as he swung his sword.

“D-dodge!”

“Your Highness, please dodge!”

The black aura left his sword and shot down.

Baaaaaang!

There was a dent in the dirt wall, but his attack had been too obvious. The imperial prince had been surrounded by knights and alchemists and had already dodged. The smile was still plastered on his face.

This is how high up I am.


Adin was a man who could take someone’s life while he had others protecting him. Why wouldn’t he be excited?

The next instant, his smile rotted away. “You bastards!”

Choi Han grinned, activating his aura as he surged toward the prince. “Distracted, are you?”

Adin didn’t look at Choi Han—he couldn’t. The black skeleton bird hadn’t stopped after Choi Han got off. Cale had been nudging the pieces into place for his plan all along. Adin had dodged to the side to avoid Choi Han’s aura. And since the knights needed to stay with him, Adin’s evasive maneuver had left someone else nearly unprotected.

“Hont! No!”

It was Hont, the tower master’s disciple.

“Protect Hont! Now!” Adin bellowed, urgency creeping into his voice for the first time.

But the black skeleton bird’s open beak was already pointed at Hont. Mary was inside it, with her black mana aimed at the enemy.

The only necromancer on the continent said, “I am ready, Lord Cale.”

Adin can’t stop the jungle’s golems, Cale thought. Golems were made with dark magic by the Alchemist’s Bell Tower. Shouldn’t we capture the leader of the tower, then?

It seemed the menace on land they were after was not Adin, but Hont.

Cale looked down into the lethargic Hont’s eyes, the only feature he had with a spark of life. As he prepared to face Cale, Hont said softly, “How entertaining.”

A black presence sprang up around Hont. The alchemists’ leaders were protecting him. Unlike the knights and low-tier alchemists who had moved to guard the imperial prince, the alchemists’ leaders had kept him safe when Choi Han’s aura struck.

Cale smirked. He held the reins even tighter and increased the bird’s speed. “Mary, Raon.”

‹I’ll help Mary, human! The two of us can do it!›

A dark-blue light threaded through Mary’s black mana. Their combined powers morphed into a small, sharp blade.

Cale watched Hont, who was activating his black mana, and gave the order. “Fire.”

A dark-blue arrow the size of a person’s arm shot out from the beak of the black skeleton bird. It lanced through Hont’s body in an instant.

“No!”

The Empire’s knights flinched at the fierce shout.

“We…we have to save Hont!” Imperial Prince Adin said in a rare show of urgency. After a pause, he yelled, “He’s a pillar of the Empire’s future! Mages, go help him!”

His shout was in vain.

Eyes still locked on Hont, Cale laughed at the prince’s frenzied state. “It’s too late.”

The dark-blue arrow had struck Hont.

Baaaam!

Dust, smoke, and light burst out from the explosion. The smoke spread so far that it engulfed not only Hont but also the black skeleton bird.

“Ugh!”

As the smoke lifted, one alchemist after another hit the ground in a coughing fit. The Bell Tower’s leadership, unable to withstand the explosive power, collapsed from their defensive positions around Hont. Blood spewed from their lips as they fell.

The captain of the Empire’s mage brigade felt his hands shaking; he was experiencing the vibrations of mana from the blast.

“Your Highness!” he said over the clearing smoke. “Hont is important, but you must escape! The enemy’s attack is beyond our expectations! I think the necromancer can even use magic!”

The captain wanted Adin to get away before the smoke completely disappeared, lest he run into Commander Cale. The fire Cale used was far too reminiscent of a god’s divine punishment.

“As I thought, it’s too soon.”

“Pardon, Your Highness?” the captain asked, then noticed Adin smiling. “Huh?”

Someone wreathed in black mana was cutting through the fading smoke. It was Hont. Unmarred by a single scratch, he launched into the sky with his hand outstretched and got rid of his shield.

He wasn’t the only one. There was another being slicing through the smoke—no, blowing it away. It was the black skeleton bird.

“Looks like that wasn’t enough.”

Cale pasted a smile on his face, which was pale after he’d driven himself to his physical limits. His hand moved, and the black skeleton bird headed straight for Hont. A battle commenced in the sky: Hont floating in midair, the bird rocketing after him.

“Lord Cale.”

‹Human!›

Cale laughed. “Fine, I’ll do as you guys want this time.”

He began to move in accordance with Mary’s and Raon’s will. Mary straightened up on the bird’s spine and revealed her hand, which was laced with those black, weblike scars.

Hont and Mary’s hands were aimed at each other.


The corners of Hont’s lips curled up. He stared downward, opening his mouth once he knew no one could hear him. “An extinct creature has resurfaced.”

Black mana rose from his hand and from Mary’s at the same time. He eyed Mary in her black robe, his tone light with amusement. “You necromancers have had that hideous look since long ago. How foolish.” Then he looked at Cale. “I barely managed to get rid of them. The dark elves too. I thought I’d annihilated them all.”

Cale’s eyes widened as the temperature dropped around them. As he’d expected, there was a lot going on behind the scenes of the Church of the God of Sun’s punishment of the necromancers.

Something else dawned on him as well. That bastard really is the tower master. The long-lived tower master had probably survived this long by taking over other people’s bodies.

Under Cale’s sharp gaze, Hont said cheerfully, “The Queen of Death must be very sad. She would have been glad to see someone following the path of a necromancer once again.”

All the cheer drained from Hont’s face, replaced by sheer contempt.

“Too bad you’re going to meet your end and die like she did.” Not taking his eyes off Cale, he went on, “I suppose that wind is another of your Ancient Powers?”

Hont hadn’t missed the power Cale had used to grab the imperial prince’s neck.

“Your vessel is weak, but big. Very, very big.”

Hont licked his lips, and the gesture made Cale’s skin crawl. What is with this bastard? Could it be…?

Cale looked over Hont’s body—or rather, the stolen body—with fresh eyes. Hont, in turn, ogled Cale with palpable bloodlust. “I want that as my next body.”

A chill ran down Cale’s spine. Is he crazy?

‹Is he crazy?!›

“He is crazy.”

Behind me!

The moment he heard Raon and Mary speak, Cale ducked. Another small arrow whizzed past him.

Baaaaang!

An explosion cracked through the air, and Cale raised his head. A new black arrow was flying toward Hont; it had come from Mary. “Please be quiet.”

Although she spoke in her usual cool and composed voice, the energy from the projectile that had come from her outstretched hand was anything but. Her dead mana hummed as it gathered again and again. Cale looked back at Hont, who was unscathed.

‹Human! That guy is as skilled at magic as I am!›

Cale could hear Raon’s sobering cry as Hont’s mouth opened once more.

“Ha ha ha, you just keep firing those arrows. But necromancers can’t use dead mana like magic, right? All they can do is move things that are already dead.”

Cale flinched. Boom. Boom. Boom. His heart pounded anew even though he couldn’t afford to use any more of his Ancient Powers.

This is dangerous.

Raon felt it as well. ‹Human, his power is no joke—but I don’t understand the principle behind it! It’s different from magic that comes from nature! I don’t know what kind of spell he’s gathering his energy to cast.›

The dragon couldn’t figure out how Hont would use the energy he was accumulating. The fact that this energy deviated from the laws of nature, which dragons understood from birth, cemented his suspicions about what it was.

“It’s dark magic.”

Hont shrugged. “I don’t have to control the dead like that hideous girl there. I can use magic and simply kill instead of using the dead.” His shoulders shook as he laughed. “I’ll get rid of the dragon, the necromancer, and you. I’ll get rid of all of you.”

The wind picked up, and Cale could feel the change in the air. A great force was building around Hont. Boom. Boom. Boom. His heart beat harder and harder.

“Mary. Raon.”

Cale motioned to Clope to withdraw the white skeleton birds.

Addressing Mary and Raon once more, he said, “Hurry.”

They needed to kill Hont before the spell was completed. However, he’d realized his party’s will the moment he spoke. The black skeleton bird began to move, but not because of him.

“That is right. Bones are my specialty.”

Mary was urging it on. She continued to enlarge a black arrow, controlling the black skeleton bird at the same time. Then she tossed out, “My teacher once told me this.”

Startled, Cale asked, “What? Your teacher?”

A puzzle arose in his mind. The last necromancer before Mary was known to have transformed the Kingdom of Karo’s desert into the Land of Death before disappearing from the world. Mary had been born again as a necromancer in the Land of Death.

Wait, did she…?

A thought briefly flitted through Cale’s mind, but Mary refuted it as she said as calmly as ever, “I think of the former owner and author of the book I self-studied from as my teacher.”

She was merely talking about the necromancy book she’d received from Obante, mayor of the dark elves and Tasha’s grandfather. Cale was hearing all this for the first time. Perhaps this was one example of a story—or rather, a slice of a character’s life—Cale knew nothing about because he’d only read up to Volume Five of Birth of a Hero.

Hont’s magic vibrated, the mass growing ever larger. At the same time, the black skeleton bird glowed with a stronger and stronger black light. The black arrow was growing right along with it. In a flash, the bird shot toward Hont.

Mary started speaking to Cale. “My teacher wrote on the first page of that book that necromancers were weaker than black mages, and that they would suffer their whole lives because of dead mana.”

Necromancers had to live a life of pain, however faintly, due to the plague of dead mana.

“However, black mages stop feeling pain the moment they take in dark magic.”

Black mages were stronger than necromancers and didn’t feel pain like they did.

Obante had read the first part of the necromancy book to Mary when he first told her about black mages and necromancers, and that information lingered in her mind. For the first time, she expressed the reason she chose to become a necromancer.

She had already suffered through immense agony—even peered into the abyss of death—when she was just ten years old. Thus, the words the book’s owner had left behind were deeply imprinted in her mind.

“‘To accept dead mana is to bear the suffering of the deceased and their yearning for life. That is why necromancers are always in pain…’”

Mary still couldn’t forget her mother’s voice telling her to run through the desert.

“‘…and it is also why they’re grateful to be alive and feel gratitude toward the dead. It is something that necromancers will remember forever through the pain.’”

Mary truly chose to become a necromancer the moment she heard that line in the book. She had never once regretted her decision.

“You know the right answer,” Cale told her. “Do as you please.”

I know, Mary replied inwardly as she lifted a hand. Her hand swung beautifully through the air, as if she was a conductor. Just then, Cale heard a fierce shout—almost a scream—from down below.



“No! Save Hont!”

Cale glanced down, caught off guard by the strength of Adin’s order. Yet he soon took his eyes off the imperial prince. Adin couldn’t afford to be fixated on the black skeleton bird, as another foe had appeared before him—and Cale had been expecting this.

“Did you forget about me?”

A black aura flashed in Adin’s view. The black reaper breezed through the knights and mages, making a beeline for him. Choi Han’s lips curled upward as he drew ever nearer to the imperial prince.

“Your Highness! You have to get away!”

“Activate the shield!”

However, Adin continued to rebuff the voices telling him to escape. “Save Hont.”

“Your Highness, please!”

“No! You must save him!”

Adin didn’t turn toward Choi Han. Chaos took hold as his subordinates fell in their efforts to block Choi Han, yet Adin still stared skyward.

Thrummm.

Hont’s massive spell looked like it was about to strike. The large black skeleton bird and the massive black arrow hurtled toward it.

“Ha ha ha! Yes, come!”

Hont stretched out his arms as he summoned and condensed more and more black mana.

Thrummm.

The air vibrated as the gap shrank between Mary and Hont. Seizing his chance, Cale leaned down.


‹Wait, human! Don’t use your shield! I know you’re weak! I’ll do it!›

Right then, a silver shield enveloped the black skeleton bird. That same moment, Mary said, “We’re about to crash into him.”

“Go!”

Hont’s black mana transformed into a nine-headed snake and surged toward them. With a chorus of ferocious hisses, its heads opened their jaws, sharp fangs glinting as they made to devour the black skeleton bird. The bird’s beak and claws struck at the snake’s neck.

Boom! Boooom! Booom!

Cale scowled at the resulting blast. Black smoke and light poured out from the explosion, but the black skeleton bird pressed onward toward Hont.

Crack!

The black skeleton bird’s bones fractured and snapped. Parts of the shield broke off. Still, it did not stop. Then Raon and Mary’s voices overlapped.

‹Human, something weird’s going on!›

“Something isn’t right.”

Cale’s eyes widened. What? If only the black skeleton bird went a bit farther, its beak could bite Hont and rip off his head. Yet there was something strange about Hont.

He’s still wrapped in black mana?

Hont had plenty of black mana even after making the nine-headed snake. It looked as if he was about to cast another spell.

At that moment, Hont said, “See you in the capital.”

Huh?

Before Cale could say a word, the black mana flashed and the spell activated. It materialized with a hum, and the area around Imperial Prince Adin began to glow. Hont had used magic on him—teleportation magic.

“Raon!” Cale shouted on reflex.

‹I know!›

Raon moved to block the teleportation magic. Since gaining the fast-casting ability during his battle with the half-blood dragon, he could cast spells more quickly than anyone else.

Choi Han sped up as well, since he’d also noticed the glow of the teleportation spell.

“Mary, move quickly! Shoot the arrow!”

To stop the spell, they just had to kill the caster; that was the swiftest method. The black skeleton bird’s beak would soon pierce Hont’s neck.

A scream tore through the air, catching Cale and Raon’s attention. It had come from Mary, and this time, she was the only one who’d realized something else was amiss.

“It’s an explosive!” Mary shouted, her voice laced with panic in a rare display of emotion.

We can’t attack it! she thought. W-we mustn’t!

“I-it’s a suicide bomb!”

Raon flinched.

Choi Han, who couldn’t have known how the aerial battle was developing from his place on the ground, also flinched as he passed by the Empire’s knight captain. Now that Adin was right in front of him, Choi Han could see his expression change.

“Ah, what a shame.”

Too bad, Adin thought as he stood in the teleportation circle. His demeanor had done a one-eighty, as if he’d never demanded that Hont be saved. Choi Han could see that others besides Adin had also received Hont’s teleportation magic. The leaders of the Empire, the leaders of the Lion Tribe who had fled to a safe distance, and the people of Karo were all about to teleport.

“Wh-what is this?”

“This is so sudden!”

“Did Hont do this? Th-this is on the level of an archmage!”

The teleportation magic had been used on a large number of people standing in different locations. Even teleporting a scant few people or a small group clustered in one area was no mean feat.

Rather than being thrown off by the magnitude of the spell, though, Choi Han was stunned by Adin’s odd reaction. What is he talking about? Though he had several questions, he still tried to catch the imperial prince.

Cale’s voice, bolstered by amplification magic, resounded across the battlefield. “Stop!”

‹H-how could this be?!› Raon cried out, astonished.

What is it? What’s going on? Choi Han wondered, but he did not stop.

Adin’s eyes bore into Choi Han as he mouthed, “What a shame. They’re all going to die. It’ll take a lot of time and money to raise them all again.” He laughed, though his expression made it clear that no matter what he felt, it was inconsequential to him.

What? Everyone will die? Raise them again? Raise what? Choi Han whipped his head toward the sky, where he saw the black skeleton bird suddenly retreating.

Cale watched Hont as Mary directed the bird to retreat. Hont was laughing too.

“Bwa ha ha ha! Not bad for a novice necromancer.”

He spread his lifeless arms wide.

“I’m in the capital. This is just a shell.”

Then his body fell, plunging downward like a puppet whose strings had been cut. He hurtled toward Tunka and the Whipper forces, who had come to support Cale, as well as the Empire’s forces, who were holding them back.

Hont’s shell of a body hurtled to the ground, the life in his eyes dimming. The thing spoke to Cale one last time before its life was completely extinguished.

“It’s a gift for your necromancer. Consider it just a taste.” Hont snickered. “I’ll give you this gift of dead mana from all of the people here.”

Crack!

The last glimmer of life vanished from Hont’s eyes, and his heart area started to open up. Something black could be seen through the crevice, which prompted Raon and Mary to cry out.

“No! It is immense!”

‹No! That’s like a golem’s core, but actually more dangerous!›

Cale saw the scene on the ground as he watched the body of the real Hont, who had died unjustly when the tower master disappeared, falling to the earth. He could see the escaping imperial prince, as well as the Kingdom of the Whipper’s forces and the Empire’s army.

“Damn it!”

Cale gripped the reins of the black skeleton bird and sent it into a dive, then turned his head to the side.

There was the lifeless corpse. Tears of blood streamed from Hont’s eyes, and his body abruptly shook.

“Shit!”

Cale extended his hand as veins bulged in his neck. Silver light poured out—and the bomb in Hont’s body exploded.

Booooooooom!

The blast temporarily stole the sight and hearing of everyone around it.

An ominous black light struck down like Cale’s Fire of Destruction, except it was aiming for people instead of the golems.




Chapter 67:
From the Bottom

 

IT HAPPENED RIGHT BEFORE everyone’s ears rang from the loud explosion. Only Cale, who was the closest, could hear it. A few seconds before the blast, a scream tore through the air. Cale had to assume it was Hont’s death rattle.

Then the explosion covered the world.

Black light came blasting out of Hont’s heart, spreading to the area around it.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Cale’s heart went wild. That black light—that must be true dark magic.

For whatever reason, Cale’s heart was racing. It had been fine even when he had seen the black despair, but it was going crazy now. It was like the first time he saw the monsters that appeared on Earth when he was Kim Roksu. His body had shown an adverse reaction toward that disgusting monster he was seeing for the first time in his life.

He had been scared then.

“You want me to be scared again?”

Cale clenched his fists, his eyes bloodshot. He twisted the reins with one hand while creating a silver light with his other. That silver light headed down to the ground.

“It’s not enough,” the gluttonous priestess said to him.

The stone guardian chimed in as well. “Do not sacrifice yourself.”

Leave me alone! I’m not going to!

Cale was getting very annoyed. He could feel his body going past its limits, and his vision blurred. Then someone rushed past him.

“We must s-save them.”

With a quavering voice, Mary leapt toward that black light—no, that black swamp. The black-robed Mary made straight for it, her instincts as a necromancer telling her something: This was a darker and more terrible power than the golems’ cores. Dangerous, and on a completely different level. The people below would die, and even Raon might struggle. Cale also had no strength left in him.

“Dark magic…can be purified.”

A necromancer could do it. Mary relied on her instincts to dredge up buried memories as she moved. Then she stretched her hand toward the black light. A split second later, the back of her hand sizzled.

Mary could feel her fingertips trembling. An immense power was coming to her, something far stronger than she was. She felt the true strength not of Hont but of the person connected to him. It was immense, like when she first met Raon—no, when she first met Erhaven. Still, she kept her hand out, recalling what she’d read in the book.

 

Necromancers are weaker than black mages. However, we can purify their powers. Unfortunately, it comes at a price.

 

It was not free. There was a cost. Looking at the burning skin on the back of her hand, Mary realized what that cost would be.

“Are you insane?”

A weaker hand grabbed hers and yanked it back. Blood oozed from Cale’s lips, his hand quaking from the effort.

“Don’t hurt yourself to do that.”

A silver light enveloped Mary and Cale.

Raon appeared in the area encompassed by the black light. “I’m sorry, Mary! I can’t save the black bone bird too!”

The shield had been his doing. Beginning with two layers, then three, then four, he protected them with his shield. “We’re too close to the explosion, so I can only protect three of us! I’m sorry, black skeleton bird!”

Raon was also holding up Cale’s back.

“Human! I put a shield under us as well! You’re an idiot! You’re more of an idiot than the talkative Hilsmann! You’re more of an idiot than Tunka!”

The silver shield was being devoured by the explosion and the black light. Without thinking, Mary supported Cale and Raon from behind. Cale leaned on her in response.

“Thanks, Mary!”

Mary could faintly hear Raon’s voice through the explosion. She then thought of the next lines that were written in the book, the ones that came after the notion of a cost.

 

But we are already in pain for all our lives as necromancers, so why must we suffer more than necessary, especially when purification is a good deed for the world? Thus, I found a way to do it without paying a price. Aren’t you curious? Well, you must simply be almost unrivaled in strength. Like me, the Death Sage.

 

Mary could suddenly see something. Even though the silver shield was stained black, shaking, and breaking…even though Raon kept remaking it…she caught sight of something amid the darkness.

 

My dear disciple reading this book, I hope you become even stronger than I am.

 

There it was: the path she needed to take. She would become stronger. Unrivaled in power.

Baaaaaaaaang!

She didn’t close her eyes even as she heard the explosion. Most of the people on the ground plopped down and blinked. Some vomited, retching after seeing the corpse of Hont—the tower master’s disciple—glow black before exploding in midair. Nightmarish nausea, repulsion, and fear assailed their senses.

“Ugh… Agh!”

The black light shot down along with the blast, as if determined to attack the crowd. The fighters had dropped their weapons long ago; now the soldiers placed their shaking hands on the ground or clasped them in prayer.

The black light was still going strong. It looked ready to crash down at any moment.

“Sh-shield.”

A faint silver light was blocking the black light from swallowing them up. This light seemed extremely thin and weak compared to that overwhelming force.

Baaaaaang! Baaaaang!

The silver shield trembled over and over, caught in a cycle of weakening and surging to hinder the black light.

“Cale…”

Tunka, the Kingdom of the Whipper’s commander, stared blankly at the large silver shield that enveloped the Empire’s dirt wall. The black light was poised to destroy it. Furthermore, Tunka was certain that he’d seen Cale and Mary, who had been closest to Hont, get gobbled up by the black light. He began trudging toward the spot where Hont’s body was bound to land.

The remaining imperial forces, as well as the valiantly charging troops from the Kingdom of the Whipper, had all forgotten about the battle.

The black light slowly disappeared, giving way to the clear blue sky. The silver shield shimmered, then dissipated as well.

Tunka dropped his club.

Screeeeeech. Screeeeeeech.

Once the darkness was gone, a large white skeleton bird cut through the clouds. It stopped once, then swooped down. Everybody moved aside to let it alight on the ground.

Clope, whose aerial forces had swooped skyward when the black light descended, gently opened its beak to let out the pair it had whisked to safety: Cale and Mary. 

Cale sat on his haunches and tried to catch his breath, then looked up. There stood Tunka, grinning like the main character of a children’s cartoon again. Cale didn’t even have the strength to frown about it; he was only getting by thanks to the support of Mary and the now-invisible Raon.

“You should have left it to the dragon,” the stone guardian said fretfully. “Why did you use the shield?”

What did you expect? Do you want Whipper’s and the Empire’s forces, plus everyone else on the continent, to know about Raon just because Arm realized that a dragon exists? He couldn’t let that happen, so he’d wrung out his last remaining bit of strength to use the Ancient Power.

Sounding full of pity for Cale, the stone guardian pressed, “Why not be honest? Just say you followed your instincts.”

Cale bit his lip and ignored the ancient. It was annoying to endure the nagging in his current state. Plus, I’m fine. He was absolutely spent, but he was unharmed.

‹This is gonna kill you, human! It’s not an issue of your vessel now. You’ll die from a lack of strength!›

He let Raon’s comments go in one ear and out the other. He had a bigger concern—and a serious one at that.

“Lord Cale!”

His concern lay with Clope Seca. That bastard got off the white skeleton bird and approached Cale.

“You were truly a hero! A legend! No, you were even more than that.”

Ugh, he’s driving me nuts.

Cale was in a slightly sticky situation. Not only had the Fire of Destruction been stronger than he had expected, but he’d ended up using the shield as well. Even he hadn’t planned for that.

Originally, he’d intended for Mary to capture the tower master and for Choi Han to seize the imperial prince. He’d assumed that would divvy up the praise for the “heroes” of this battle. But at this rate, he might very well become a hero among heroes. He had to prevent that from happening.

I need to go down as a minor hero so I can retire smoothly, then go live in some remote corner of the world.

As usual, Cale was motivated by that small hope, but he had no idea how to achieve it. Especially not with Tunka, Whipper’s forces, and the Empire’s troops—which had lost their commander—staring at him now.

“Cale.”

The soldiers took in Cale’s feeble appearance, then turned toward the empty land around them. Unprotected by Cale’s shield, it had become a wasteland when the black light swept through. They felt that this had to be what hell would look like.

The soldiers pivoted back to Cale, who was debating what to do about this. I didn’t expect that imperial prince bastard to throw his soldiers away—let alone sacrifice them in the explosion.

Cale had never expected that Adin would try to kill them all. He really was a thoroughly crazy bastard. But the man had teleported away, and Cale had been too busy protecting the people from the explosion to catch him. Cale had also figured out that Hont was the tower master, but he’d been tricked because the tower master’s true body was elsewhere.

His blood boiled. Despite his blurry vision and parched throat, he was downright furious.

The hazy figure of Choi Han lowered his head, seemingly at a loss. “I’m sorry, Mr. Cale.”

Cale sucked in a deep breath and rasped, “For what?”

No sooner had he asked than Choi Han thrust something on the ground. Cale barely made it out, but then his eyes flew wide open. He was fully alert now.

Huh? Is that…?

Cale looked at Choi Han, who spoke without raising his head. “I was overwhelmed during the explosion and failed to catch the imperial prince.”

Eh, well, that’s fine. I mean, Raon couldn’t help either. The corners of Cale’s mouth slowly lifted.

“So, I grabbed her. She was the last one to try to teleport.”

Vice-Master Metelona was tied up on the ground. Choi Han dipped his head, dropping something else in front of Cale. Sounding truly remorseful, he said, “I apologize for not managing to capture or kill Adin.”

Cale couldn’t help but laugh at the thing sitting there, fuzzy in his blurred vision.

“Instead, I chopped off his right leg. I also cut around the right side of his heart with my aura.”

Choi Han had fetched Adin’s leg for him.

Th-th-this vicious, crazy bastard! Cale was flabbergasted at this unbelievable main character of Birth of a Hero.

It was then that Clope walked over and handed him something. “What’s this?”

In hushed tones, Clope answered, “It’s a video recording sphere I secretly carried to leave a record of the legend.”

Could it be…?

Clope straightened his shoulders a bit and responded to the rare look of anticipation on Cale’s face. “The golems, Hont’s explosion…everything’s recorded here.” Clope’s eyes narrowed to slits, giving him a serpentine look. “You won’t be at a disadvantage in the battle for justification—no, the battle for truth—on the Western Continent in the future.”


Th-this smart, wily son of a bitch! Cale tilted his head back, gazing at the clear sky.

‹Human! Goldie called us back!› Raon chirped. ‹I think I can find the answer now!›

“Let’s become stronger so we can protect everything,” Mary said.

Cale went on laughing as he lowered his head. Then the world spun around him, and he grunted in discomfort. Perhaps the dizziness stemmed from a lack of blood.


‹Human!›

A small forepaw supported him, and Mary held him up as well.

Cale peered up again. He could see the armies of Whipper and the Empire watching him, but his own group was closest. Focusing his vision as best he could, he forced out, “Choi Han.”

“Yes?”

Cale couldn’t allow something like the golems’ resurgence or Hont’s tragedy to happen again. This was the most important thing right now, and the most pressing situation.

“We will head to the jungle first,” he said, quietly but firmly.

“Yes, Mr. Cale, I understand,” Choi Han respectfully answered. Then Cale closed his eyes. “Mr. Cale!”

“Cale!”

“Lord Cale!”

‹Human! You good but idiotic human! This is not okay! Cale!›

Cale could hear their voices, but he couldn’t open his eyes.

Oh, damn it. I’m fainting.

Then everything went black.

 

***

 

Tap, tap.

Cale grimaced when he felt someone patting his cheek.

Tap, tap.

The rudeness of it was ticking him off. I remember fainting, but who’s patting my cheeks?

Cale let out a deep sigh and slowly opened his eyes—and was immediately flustered. “What the hell?”

“Kim Roksu! Hurry up and snap out of it, you bastard!”

“Huh? Jungsoo, why are you here…?”

Cale flinched, fingers going to his throat. This is…Kim Roksu’s voice.

The person in front of him was Choi Jungsoo, his colleague, and he looked younger than Cale remembered. His clueless face put him squarely in his twenties.

Cale touched his hot forehead, then swiped at his cheeks. His forehead was bleeding. He glanced down to find that his black work outfit, made from advanced materials, was ripped in multiple places. His body was bleeding too.

“Oh.”

Cale realized when and where they were was as Choi Jungsoo lifted him to his feet.

“Hey! Let’s go! Why would a smart guy like you join the fray instead of staying in the back? You stupid asshole! Did you think you coming here would help us?”

“Move.”

“What? You bastard, I told you, this is no time to be out of it!”

I know. I know it’s not the time for that. Cale hoisted himself up and turned around, only to be confronted with total pandemonium.

The sky above Korea was burning, with monsters emerging from a black hole in the air. The few buildings they’d only just managed to rebuild were being destroyed.

“Damn it.”

It’s that time.

This had happened during his first year with the “company,” shortly after he started. Grade 1 monsters had appeared out of nowhere in Section C-1 of Korea. The ability users’ guild responsible for the area and the hunter bastards had all run away, leaving company employees to hold out until someone showed up from the government.

“Team Leader…”

Kim Roksu—that is, Cale—could see his team leader and his senior colleagues from his first year on the job. They were all focusing on defense to stop the monsters. He had been weak back then. His ability properly activated later, but at this point, he was just a greenhorn. All he could do was run.

“Heh heh…”

Cale was well aware that this wasn’t truly happening. I’m dreaming. But of all the dreams, it had to be this one. Why this specific dream after I fainted from my fight with the Empire and the tower master?

“Hey! Get a move on! You bastard, you haven’t even fully activated your ability! Why, if you weren’t my one and only fellow first-year, I’d… Haah!”

Cale remembered what he’d said when Choi Jungsoo had dragged him out of here, half carrying him. The twenty-something Kim Roksu had uttered, “I’m going to kill all those damned bastards, then take my pension and be a slacker for the rest of my life.”

He’d sworn he would do it. He would kill all the monsters, then come for members of the ability users’ guild—the ones who’d gotten perks to protect citizens against the monsters, then run away when they were actually needed. He would kill them all, then enjoy peace in a peaceful world.

Cale echoed that sentiment now. “I’m going to kill all those damn bastards, then kick back. I swear I’m going to live a peaceful life.”

First Arm, then the Empire… Why was the world lousy with sorry excuses for human beings?

“And why are there so many more people who are even worse than I am?!”

When Cale—or rather, Kim Roksu—shouted that, Choi Jungsoo gawked at him.

“Shut up, asshole! Take better care of yourself!”

Chuckling, Cale told his fellow newbie, “You take care of yourself.”

“I’m better at that than you are.”

Choi Jungsoo’s response drew another laugh from Cale. So why does someone better than me end up dying first?

Cale was extremely annoyed. He’d known it was a dream the moment he saw Choi Jungsoo, his senior colleagues, and his former team leader. It made no sense. The Kim Roksu who had reached his thirties and become the team leader couldn’t have imagined experiencing it again.

“Hey!” Choi Jungsoo snapped. “Don’t you know our team leader’s motto?”

How could I not? Cale knew it too well.

“‘Being alive is the best!’ Why don’t you take that to heart, huh?”

He had indeed taken it to heart.

“Y’know, the team leader says he’s going to own a farm once he retires. I’m gonna own an orchard next to him.”

He had scoffed at Choi Jungsoo back then. “How can you say something so lackadaisical in a situation like this?”


Choi Jungsoo loosed his unique dopey laugh as he kept talking. He was saying all the same things as before. “What do you want to do?”

What else? I want to be a slacker. Damn it.

Agitation and rage burned within Cale, as did other emotions he’d buried deep inside. That only infuriated him even more.

He squeezed his eyes shut and shouted, “Damn it! I’m going to destroy it all!”

 

***

 

Cale’s eyes flew open, and he blinked. His surroundings had changed. The falling buildings, the company employees, and the fleeing citizens were all gone, a new scene taking their place.

Without meaning to, Cale smiled.

“H-human…?”

Two round, dark-blue eyes peered down at him. Raon’s paw was shaking in midair, clutching a rag; he’d been bringing it to Cale’s forehead.

Ah, I finally woke up, Cale thought.

“How vicious.”

Hmm?

Hearing a familiar voice, Cale tried to make sense of what he could see. First, there was the bewildered Raon. Then there was Hilsmann, holding a basin of water with a rag in it. He turned his head to the side and saw a small round table, where Jack and Clope sat by a communication sphere that was connected to Albert.

“You said some extraordinary things while you were sleeping,” Albert told Cale, radiating calm. Most people would think he looked like a patient grandfather who had come with his grandson on a field trip. “‘Damn it! I’m going to destroy it all!’ Isn’t that what you said?”

I must’ve said that out loud. Cale nodded.

“Hello there, Your Highness. It seems I spoke the truth in my sleep.”

That caught Albert off guard. He had seen the video from Clope and heard about the situation from Rosalyn and Choi Han, but the man responsible for everything had stirred after fainting with a casual “Hello there.”

Although they had company, Albert asked, “What are you going to do after destroying it all?”

Cale looked around. Everybody was fine, which was the important part. They were inside a small tent. “Be a slacker, Your Highness.”

Silence filled the tent.

Even Clope shook his head. “You seem to still be half asleep. I suppose you are still human, Lord Cale. Heroes are only human too, after all. Ha ha ha!”

As though Clope had passed him the baton, Hilsmann chimed in, “He’s like that every so often.”

Cale ignored their pointed looks. Albert, who knew about Cale’s long-desired hope, was giving him a smile of pity.

Choosing not to see it, Cale asked, “Did Choi Han, Mary, and Miss Rosalyn leave?”

“That’s right!” Raon replied. “The three of them headed to the jungle first!”

Cale had made sure to tell them that they had to set out right away. And out of everyone in his entourage, the trio was the best combination for this mission. They were bound to prevent the worst-case scenario.

His eyes slid toward Albert on the other end of the video call. When their eyes met, Albert said, “You’ve only been unconscious for three hours.”

“Three whole hours?”

Albert smiled wider at Cale’s phrasing, knowing what the punk was getting at. “Brek, Whipper, Rowoon, and the three northern kingdoms will all make a declaration tonight.”

As I thought. Cale was certain Albert would have done something during those three hours.

“We’ll announce that dark magic has returned to the world,” Albert went on as Cale sat up in bed. “We’re contacting the churches as well. They’ll help us out if they can be convinced that it truly is dark magic.”

“I assume that’ll take some time?”

“Yes. The Empire will adamantly deny it. It will be difficult for the churches’ forces to get involved right away. And most importantly…”

Albert trailed off. Cale got out of bed, stood up, and smoothed out his clothes.

The crown prince’s impending declaration that dark magic had returned was more important than anything else—more so than destroying the imperial prince and the Bell Tower or getting help from the churches.

“I’ll head to the jungle now.”

The jungle, currently embroiled in war, was their top priority.

Albert opened and closed his mouth a few times without saying anything. He had seen what marvels Cale had done on the battlefield. He could imagine the toll they had taken on this punk without even seeing it. But they needed Cale’s strength in this battle, his power to destroy the golems chief among them.

The crown prince had wanted to say more to Cale, but he was suddenly at a loss, struggling to get any words out.

Watching him, Cale asked, “Is Rowoon okay?”

Although the Kingdom of Rowoon had chosen not to go to war, it was now in the middle of one. The crown prince had no choice but to become the center of this war, since the Kingdom of Rowoon was the strongest nation on the continent after the Empire.

Albert chuckled. “Just worry about yourself, you fool.”

Cale nodded his head and motioned to Raon, who immediately activated a teleportation circle. Jack jumped in as well, and Cale beckoned to Hilsmann. Then he looked at Clope and said, “You know what to do, right?”

“Of course, Lord Cale. Chief Officer Herol and Commander Tunka apologized for not being able to see you out.” Clope stepped away from the teleportation circle as if his next statement was obvious. “I shall take care of business at Myple Castle.”


His smile made Cale uncomfortable. Herol could probably keep him in line, but Cale was a bit nervous because he never knew what Clope would do next.

“No need to worry about Myple Castle,” Albert said smoothly. “Representatives from each member of the alliance will travel there as well. They should arrive in about an hour.”

That was a load off Cale’s shoulders. Things would be all right.

After a few more comments from Albert, Cale made a request.

“You thought that far ahead?” Amazed, Albert happily obliged. “I’ll see to it right away.”

With Albert being so diligent, Cale was prepared to suck up to him for the first time in ages.

“Contact me from the jungle. See you then.”

Beep.

Yet Albert hung up before he could lavish the prince with praise.

“The crown prince is always the same, human!”

Exactly.

Cale sighed and gestured for Raon to activate the magic circle. Raon gave Cale a once-over, then nodded with a look of satisfaction.

“Here we go!”

That’s right, we’re off. Right back into battle.

 

***

 

Cale closed his eyes as the scenery changed. He felt something odd happening to his body, and soon he opened them again.

“Where are we, Raon?”

“The sky!”

They had teleported into thin air. Cale felt the emptiness beneath his feet.

“The smart Rosalyn told me to come here!”

“Where are we?” Cale repeated, taking in his surroundings. Obviously, it was the sky, but which one?

He got a different response this time. “Sector 8 of the Jungle! She told us to come here!”

It was not Sector 7, which the Empire had invaded, but Sector 8 south of it. Cale could hear Hilsmann and Jack’s voices behind him.

“My goodness! What is that—”

“Oh, lord.”

Nevertheless, Cale didn’t have the time to look after those two. He understood why Rosalyn had told him to come here. “Those filthy dark magic bastards.”

Various parts of Sector 7 were on fire. What caught Cale’s attention were the black humanoid golems towering above the jungle canopy. There were four of them, each one nearly twenty meters tall. They were guarding Sector 7 on all four sides, as if they were gatekeepers.

There was also a castle-shaped airship in the air over Sector 7, right above the palace at the center. It, too, appeared to be monitoring the area.

Rosalyn swiftly flew up to meet them. “Welcome. Our forces and the jungle’s warriors have put a hold on our attacks.” Bitterly, she added, “The citizens of Sector 7 are being held hostage.”

With the citizens of the entire sector in peril, Cale could understand why his allies had stopped. As opposed to the warriors, the everyday people had no way to slip past the four golems or the careful watch of the airship.

“Sector 7 of has been turned into a fortress,” Rosalyn said.

It was a closed-off fortress that no one could enter or leave. This was the hell that had become of Sector 7.

Then Rosalyn heard Cale calmly respond, “It’s not a fortress. There’s a way through.” There had to be.

“There’s a way through,” he says. As if savoring the notion, Rosalyn met his clear, determined gaze. “Lord Cale—”

“We just need to find it,” he said firmly.

They merely had to locate a way into Sector 7. There was bound to be one for them to use.

A smile appeared on Rosalyn’s previously bitter face, and she admitted, “I’ve been waiting for you to say that.”

“There is a path, isn’t there?” Cale hastened to say.

His eyes were telling her, I knew you would find one.

Rosalyn’s smile grew even bigger. “Of course.”

Just what I expected from Rosalyn. Cale smiled back at her.

“The smart Rosalyn and the human are smiling the way he does at the crown prince!”

Cale ignored Raon’s comment and petted the dragon’s shiny head. “But it looks like there’s an issue.”

They had found a path, but there was a problem.

Rosalyn nodded and pointed down to the ground. “Let’s head down first and then chat.”

 

***

 

Sector 8 was just south of Sector 7, which housed the palace and was considered the capital, but not that many people lived here. There were more people in Sector 8 today than there had ever been before.

Shhhkt. Shhhkt.

At the sound of someone sharpening their sword, Cale’s head whipped around. One of the warriors was leaning on a tree as he sharpened his blade.

Vicious.

It wasn’t just him either. The jungle was dense with trees, and there were countless vines and branches intertwined throughout. Though narrow footpaths wove through the jungle, most were covered in thick brush and couldn’t be considered roads. The jungle’s residents could easily traverse that rough terrain, and the warriors were the strongest among them.

Plenty of those warriors gave off a ferocious air as they leaned against trees or sat on the dirt or grass, maintaining their weapons. Some of their animals, who served as their companions or methods of transportation, loosed primal growls.

‹Everybody here is angry, human! They look ready to destroy everything!›

A palpable bloodlust permeated the air. Whenever a bronze-skinned warrior glared viciously out from the shadows of a tree, Cale fought the urge to cower. 

“Over here!”

Cale turned when he heard Rosalyn’s voice. She opened the flap of a tent, giving him a look inside. Choi Han and Mary sprang to their feet.

“Mr. Cale!”

“Lord Cale.”

A large black panther bounded over and rubbed his head against Cale. “Grr…” It was Ten, Ritana’s companion.

Eek, so scary.

Cale lightly patted Ten’s head, then approached the woman who was sitting at the table with a melancholy expression.

“Long time no see, Miss Rina.”

“Hello, Lord Cale.” Ritana, the queen of the jungle, seemed too worn down to hide her exhaustion. When she registered how pale Cale was, she asked, “Are you okay? I heard you fainted. I’m sorry to call you here right away.”

The black-robed Mary sidled up to Cale to get a better look at him. Choi Han chewed his lip, keeping quiet. Upon seeing Cale’s pallor, the other leaders of the jungle couldn’t say much either.

Only a single being was rambling as much as usual. ‹But, human, your complexion’s seemed better ever since you made that water spear! It’s just that your stamina is on par with a gnat’s. Mm… A little… A lot… Hrm…›

Cale paid him no mind. “The important question is whether the jungle is okay.”

At that, Ritana closed her eyes for a moment. She rubbed her face, losing the battle with her sorrow. “It’s my fault for being late.”

“Your Majesty—”

One of her subordinates called out to her, but Ritana raised her hand and stopped him. Her eyes slowly opened once more. Anger and brashness swam in the sadness of her gaze, but at least her eyes were clear.

“I headed for Sector 7 as soon as I left you those messages,” she said.

Those were the messages that had come right before Cale grabbed Adin’s neck. Ritana went on to explain what had happened after that.

“I thought about teleporting just a few people to Sector 7 first because we didn’t have many mages with us, but our teleportation was rejected by the destination. Or, well, they created a magic circle to prevent teleportation.”

“Where were you trying to go?”

Ritana scowled. “The palace.”

It clicked for Cale then. “The Empire’s spy must be in the palace. That must have been the first place they took over. Do you have any idea who it might be?”

Ritana nodded. “It’s most likely one of the mid-tier leaders responsible for the defense of Sector 7.”

She didn’t have to say anything else for Cale to figure out the rest. A mid-tier leader responsible for the defense of the jungle’s capital was neither in a lofty position nor a lowly one. They wouldn’t know about extremely secret affairs, but they could still easily spot large numbers of warriors moving around.

Ritana let out a laugh of disbelief. “The Empire snatched up Sector 7 like it was nothing.”

After the teleportation was rejected, she marched straight to the outskirts of Sector 7, where she found the golems. Those hulking monsters were a frightening sight, and they were blocking all four entrances into the capital.

The sight of their gates, made with the jungle’s unique trees, trampled and replaced by those black giants had given Ritana quite the shock. As if that weren’t enough, she had seen the capital’s defenders dying on the palace walls as they were murdered by their own comrades.

Once she saw that, she shouted, “Do not resist!”

She had a mage use amplification magic so everyone in Sector 7 could hear her voice. She pushed through her turbulent emotions, staying rational. Her instincts were strongly warning her not to attack the golems or the airship.

“This is an order from your queen, Ritana! Don’t throw your lives away for no reason!”

They were all people of the jungle, a harsh land that didn’t take to agriculture. They needed to hunt and gather food to survive. The terrain was rough as well, since there were no flat areas, so the jungle’s countless natives and citizens had their own level of audacity and stubbornness. Even those who weren’t warriors might try to fight against the Empire’s forces.

“I, Ritana, will—the jungle’s warriors will save you soon! Trust us and wait!”

Ritana wanted to prevent her people from dying for no reason.

Once she’d caught Cale up on everything, he said, “That was a wise decision.”

“I agree with you now,” Ritana replied with a thin smile. She had witnessed everything that the Empire had done through Clope’s video and Rosalyn’s descriptions. “To think there’s something like dead mana, but even deadlier… Terrible things would have happened to the jungle and our people if they had attacked.”

The black despair was hazardous enough in a desolate plain, like the one where Myple Castle was located, but it would be even worse in the jungle, which was full of plants and animals.

Ritana caressed her spear. “I believe I also know why the Empire’s forces have sequestered themselves in Sector 7.”

Cale nodded. It was easy to tell why the Empire was hunkering down and using the golems solely as gatekeepers. It’s because of what happened in their battle against Whipper.

Furthermore, Adin had been seriously injured by Choi Han—and the Empire’s use of dark magic had been exposed. They couldn’t go all out against the jungle when they had to worry about their relationships with the other realms, not to mention the churches. That was probably why they’d barricaded themselves in.

That also gave the people of the jungle a chance to turn the tables.

Cale got right down to business. “Where’s the way in?”

Ritana glanced at Rosalyn, who joined them at the table and unfurled a piece of parchment. It was a map of Sector 7 and the surrounding area.

Rosalyn put her finger on it and started to explain. “After many different patrols by the jungle warriors, we estimated the observation range of the golems and airship to be about this wide.” She drew a circle around all of Sector 7 and a bit outside of it.

In response, Hilsmann ventured, “So the only way to get there by land is to do it out in the open?”

He paused, feeling wary. If the enemy’s range included the whole sector, it would be an open confrontation. With Sector 7 in the Empire’s grasp, doing that could lead to a terrible situation.

“But if we openly confront them, couldn’t the Empire use that black liquid to stop us from getting near them?”

The imperial forces also had dead mana bombs. Should they use these deadly weapons, the jungle would be devastated, and the warriors wouldn’t be able to approach.

“Moreover, the hostages—ahem, the citizens in Sector 7 will be in danger as well.”

They had no way of knowing what the Empire would do to those hostages if Ritana went on the offensive.

“I know,” Rosalyn said.

“Then are we going through the sky?” Jack piped up.

Hilsmann shook his head at Jack, who’d been thinking about the white skeleton birds. “Saint Jack, the airship is in the sky.”

“Oh, right. Then is an open confrontation the only option?” Jack’s expression was strained. He cast a worried look at Rosalyn, then flinched.

Smiling, she gave a firm answer. “No. We’ll proceed with the utmost stealth this time.” Her finger pressed down at the center of Sector 7. “Our plan is to have a small team infiltrate Sector 7, destroy the golems, and target the airship.”

Then the jungle warriors in Sector 8 could get in and fight the enemies.

“And there is a route to conduct that raid.”

Someone else’s finger appeared on the map while Hilsmann and Jack tried to puzzle out Rosalyn’s plan. It belonged to Cale, who traced a line from north to south in Rosalyn’s place.

“The river.”

Hilsmann gasped. His finger was moving along the river that cut through Sector 7.

Cale faced Ritana and Rosalyn. “You’re here in Sector 8 so you can go upstream and aim for Sector 7, right?”

Both women smiled, and Rosalyn replied, “We can use magic to move underwater, as long as the squad is small.”

They wouldn’t be using boats, as they weren’t going on the river. She was talking about sneaking through underwater. The team had to be small and powerful—enough that they could destroy the golems.

“Currently, Queen Ritana, Choi Han, and Mary are planning on going.”

Startled, Cale thought, Ritana too? Then he understood. Ritana was just below Choi Han in terms of skill, a strong spear user who could keep up with him for a while. She was perfect for this task. It was a good idea to have her around in case Choi Han ended up bewitched again.

“I will lead the operation from the rear,” Ritana said.

And Rosalyn would be supporting them from here.

“There is one problem, though.” At last, Rosalyn was getting to the snag in their plan. “The purification.”

They could destroy the golems, but the real challenge came after. They’d have to deal with the golems’ cores.

“Mary says she can purify them, but it’ll be hard for her to do alone. We need to get rid of them very quickly, but we can’t ask you to do it, Lord Cale. You know why, right?”

Cale nodded. “We can’t let the jungle burn.”

He couldn’t use the Fire of Destruction in the jungle because of the dense foliage. It could easily ignite the trees and buildings, harming innocent people. That, and a fiery thunderbolt was hardly stealthy enough for a raid.

“Correct. The other issue is that, even if Mary purifies the black despair, there will be residual dead mana. She said it would be difficult to get rid of it right away.”

Mary chimed in, “I haven’t tried to purify it, so even though I know I can do it, I can’t be sure how long it will take.”

Purification and absorbing dead mana was too much for Mary to handle on her own when time was of the essence.

“Is that what’s worrying you?” Cale asked, and Ritana nodded.

“That’s right.”

Rosalyn didn’t nod along. Instead, she said, “You have something, don’t you, Lord Cale?”

He had a solution, and Rosalyn knew it. She’d noticed that Cale was smiling.

Cale dipped his head, and Raon’s voice rang in his mind. ‹They’re here!›

A light flashed inside the tent as a teleportation circle activated. Albert had made good on Cale’s earlier request.

Feeling a tug at his sleeve, Cale turned to see Mary’s black robe. As though reading her mind, he smiled at her and approached the magic circle. He recalled what he’d asked Albert to do.

“Your Highness, Mary cannot do this alone.”

Cale had known beforehand that he couldn’t use the Fire of Destruction here. That was why he’d been relieved when Mary went to the jungle, and why he’d thought about what he would need later.

He faced the person at the head of the group that had just teleported in. “Tasha, long time no see.”

The dark elf Tasha flashed him an energetic grin.

Dark elves had skin the color of black pearls, shades darker than that of the jungle’s residents. The ones who were here were all top-tier dark elf warriors. Everyone aside from Tasha wore garments that covered everything up to their noses, leaving only their piercing eyes visible. And though only their eyes were showing, the pressure exuding from them was powerful.

Necromancers and dark elves. Black despair and dead mana. With the ability to take care of those two forces, these beings were crucial for the jungle—no, for the future.

“Sure has been a while, Lord Cale.” Tasha reached her hand out to shake Cale’s.

Catching on to Cale’s train of thought, Rosalyn nodded. “As I expected.”

Ritana and the jungle leaders gasped at the team of dark elves, brimming with joy. They had realized Cale’s plan as well.

Yet one person had gone stock-still at the newest arrival.

Noticing as much, Rosalyn asked, “Are you all right, Lord Cale?”

Cale himself was frozen stiff as he stared at the team of dark elves. His eyes wavered, gaze unsteady.

‹Human!›

He could hear Raon’s trembling voice, but that wasn’t the issue. A brown-haired man was among the group of dark elves. He also had everything below his eyes covered by cloth, but his skin tone was slightly lighter than the rest.

What the…? Why was he there?

Cale recalled what he’d said earlier. “Contact me from the jungle. See you then.”

He actually meant it when he said he’d see me?

“Your—”

Before the bewildered Cale could say another word, the man behind Tasha strode over and put a hand on Cale’s shoulder. He kept his voice extremely low to prevent people from recognizing his regular voice. “Long time no see, Little Brother.”

Cale was at a loss for words. Albert Crossman, why the hell are you here? And speaking so familiarly with him at that.

Those who only knew Albert’s disguise would never be able to tell that this was the true countenance of the quarter dark elf. He looked nothing like his usual regal self, with his blond hair and blue eyes. It was even harder to tell because he had his face covered except for his eyes. Cale and Raon, who had seen his real face, were the only ones who recognized him.

Cale was flabbergasted. Why is he in the jungle when he said they’re making a declaration tonight? Wait, is it even okay for him to be here? In this form? What about Rowoon?

He pushed away Albert’s hand, reeling. Playing along with the prince’s story, he bluntly replied, “Don’t you have work to do, Brother?”

Though Albert said nothing in response, his brown eyes crinkled like crescent moons.

Why is he smiling? Cale held back a sigh.

“Miss Rina.”

Ritana jolted. “Yes?!”

She’d been curiously watching the friendly exchange between Cale the dark elf—and she wasn’t the only one perplexed by it. Jack, Hilsmann, and even Rosalyn were feeling the same way.

Rosalyn looked the most quizzical. First of all, this dark elf had a skin tone that fell between the bronze shade of the southerners and the darker hue of his kin. She wondered who this person was, especially since his presence with Tasha and Cale suggested he was someone they could rely on for this operation.

When Cale spoke next, however, everyone realized they didn’t have the luxury of being curious about it at present.

“You can explain the rest of the operation to Miss Tasha here. She’s the dark elves’ representative.”

“Sure, I’ll do that.”

“Have you determined when we’ll get started?”

When would they be heading into Sector 7? Ritana smiled at the question. “Tonight. We plan on starting right away after Prince Albert makes his declaration.”

Cale snuck a glance at Albert and dipped his head. “Sounds like a good time to do it.”

The timing was perfect.

Many kingdoms, including the Kingdom of Brek, would stand together with Rowoon to reveal the resurgence of dark magic and their aim to destroy it. That was bound to cause chaos in the Empire, which would affect the Empire’s forces in Sector 7 as well.

“Then please chat with Miss Tasha for now. I’ve got somewhere to be, so I’ll be heading out first.”

Ritana nodded without hesitation, since she immediately understood where Cale needed to go. “All right.”

On his way out, Cale said, “Choi Han.”

“Yes, Mr. Cale.”

Cale hesitated, then told Albert, “You come too, Brother.”

“You got it, Little Bro.”

Ugh, so annoying.

Cale left with the two of them. Raon naturally joined him as well.

‹Human, human! It’s hard to recognize the crown prince like this! Of course, I recognized him because I am great and mighty!›

Cale glanced back at Choi Han, who was following him out. Studying Albert with a look of confusion, Choi Han muttered, “This guy feels familiar.”

“What is it?” the lighter-skinned dark elf asked, smirking. “Do you want to be my little brother too?”

Choi Han frowned, then shook his head. “You’ve disguised yourself, Your Highness.”

He was being respectful now. Smart guy, Albert thought. Choi Han, Cale’s eternal shadow, piqued his interest. Although the lordling’s presence eclipsed his, Albert felt Choi Han was a clever fellow—and stronger than Cale.

He thinks my appearance is just a disguise, though.

How could Choi Han know that Albert’s usual look was a disguise when even an amazing mage like Rosalyn had no idea? It was already impressive that Choi Han had recognized him and pointed out his “disguise.”

At the same time, this makes that bastard even more remarkable.

Albert smiled again as his attention returned to Cale, who’d realized the truth the first time they met. Cale, meanwhile, was shooting Albert a dour look that said, Since you’re prancing around like that, are you asking for your secret to be revealed?

The prince merely shrugged. He sidled up to Choi Han and put a hand on his shoulder. “Aren’t I handsome like this as well?”

Haah. That good-for-nothing.

Cale turned his back on Albert. “Lead the way.”

“Yes.”

Choi Han moved away from Albert and walked ahead. Cale turned back with a blank expression as Albert gaped at them in shock. “Aren’t you coming?”

He sounded annoyed, frustrated. Albert laughed; he couldn’t tell if Cale was being serious or just keeping up the act.

“Why are you here, anyway?” Cale asked.

“I thought I should experience it myself,” Albert told him.

“Experience what?”

Albert’s gaze headed toward the sky. He could see things looming in the distance above the trees—the golems. He wasn’t going to learn everything just by watching through a communication sphere. The aura of the people on the battlefield, the strength and wickedness of the enemy… He couldn’t discern any of that from a video. He needed to witness it firsthand.

He could feel it in the air: the stifling nervousness and urgency in the hearts of the warriors and soldiers.

With a smile, Albert said simply, “Don’t worry. I’ll return before nightfall.”

Even if he wanted to come later than that, he wouldn’t have enough time to do so.

 

***

 

Cale stepped into a tent. It was enchanted with Rosalyn’s magic so nobody could enter or leave without permission. The space had been set up to house a single prisoner. Cale stepped toward her, closing the tent flap so not a speck of light could enter aside from the lone lamp within.

“I didn’t expect to run into you like this, Vice-Master.”

Cale sat down across from the tied-up alchemist.

“Mmph, mmph!”

Metelona thrashed her bound limbs and tried to shout through her covered mouth, but only muffled noises came out. Cale quietly observed her, his eyes locked on hers. Pinned by his unwavering stare, she stopped moving.

Cale tapped on the arm of the chair. Metelona grimaced at the sight of Choi Han, who stood behind him. She still vividly remembered Adin’s scream, the blood gushing from his chest. Covered in Adin’s blood, this man had rushed up to her and grabbed her by the neck.

Metelona avoided Choi Han’s emotionless gaze and turned to the side, where a dark elf was standing by. She bit down on her lip, her mind made up. I won’t tell them anything.

“Are you done staring?” someone asked, voice dancing with mirth.

Startled, Metelona glanced over to see Cale smiling at her. He thought that Choi Han and Rosalyn had made a wise decision by bringing Metelona to the jungle. If she had been left at Myple Castle, then the various leaders gathering there would’ve wanted to see her, making it difficult for Cale to deal with her. He didn’t have the time to play politics about who should get to talk to her first.

“What should I ask you? Hmm?”

Metelona was determined to stay silent, even if it meant her death.

Cale stopped tapping on the armrest. “Metelona, you’re going to die.”

The vice-master recoiled, her body beginning to tremble, but she still said nothing. She was prepared for death—and yet, she was getting an odd sense of déjà vu. Cale was too relaxed, too calm. He didn’t seem to want to interrogate her.

Sounding detached, he went on, “It’s because you are useless.”

What?

He was saying that the vice-master, second-in-command of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower and one of the top five power players in the Empire, was useless.

As her mind whirled, Raon announced, ‹He’s coming.›

Cale had been waiting for this.

‹Gramps is coming!›

A white-gold light flashed inside the dark tent. Once it disappeared, a figure came into view. It was Erhaven, the eldest dragon on both the Eastern and Western Continents. His white-gold eyes darkened as he looked at Cale. He walked past Choi Han and Albert, making a beeline for Metelona.

“Mmph! Mmph, mmph!”


Metelona’s body shook fiercely. The whites of her eyes showed as she lay there, helpless. The ancient dragon Erhaven! That dragon and Cale Henituse are working together?!

It was a combination she never could’ve expected. Fear lanced through her. White-gold dust floated around Erhaven, and a stronger aura came flowing out of the dragon as the particles became brighter and brighter.

He wasn’t using Dragon Fear. He was just angry.

“Lord Erhaven.” Cale cut through silence, and the dragon’s anger along with it. His gaze fixed on the ancient dragon, he asked with his usual nonchalance, “Who is it?”

Who is it?

Raon had told Erhaven about the tower master. Cale was asking the wise ancient dragon, who had lived for close to a thousand years, who the tower master was and what kind of being he believed they were.

Erhaven slowly closed his eyes, then opened them again. Golems were involved. As was dark magic and Hont, whom the tower master had manipulated. This person seemed to know about the fall of the necromancers, and their dark magic was at the level of Raon’s magic.

“A black mage.” He paused, then added, “And someone who has avoided death.”

Someone who had avoided death—or had gone against the laws of death and chosen a different path.

“I believe we’re dealing with a lich.”

A lich was a being who threw away their human body, placed their soul into an orb called a phylactery, and lived on as a skeleton. Unless their phylactery was broken, a lich would be immortal.

“Am I right?” Erhaven asked, gaze shifting to Metelona. Yet he radiated confidence, as if he didn’t need to hear the answer.

Erhaven didn’t know how strong White Star was, but it would make sense if he had a lich as an underling. White Star needed to have someone as strong as a lich as a subordinate.

“That’s the only way he could have killed dragons.”

Not one, but many dragons.

Erhaven scowled. The vice-master couldn’t bear to make eye contact with him, and he turned to Cale next.

“I shall take part in this operation as well.”

His admission took Cale aback, but he had no plan to change his mind. Beings who went against the laws of nature were popping up left and right. A fake dragon slayer, a chimera with dragon blood, golems… The problem was that most of these beings were the product of pain and suffering. How could he just let this be?

I don’t have much time left anyway. I might as well wrap all this up as my final act.

Erhaven’s thoughts drifted to the invisible Raon, Cale, and the other young ones, as well as his dead friend Ollien. He made up his mind.

Even if I am to die…shouldn’t I make the world better before I pass on? I am their grandfather of sorts, after all. He needed to do at least that much as this rude youngster’s grandpa.

Before Cale could interject, he went on, “Of course, I do not wish to be visible. You’ve all done everything until now, so this is something that needs to go down in human history. Got it?”

Cale didn’t know how to deal with Erhaven’s serious expression, which was only natural. This is perfect. He’d been planning on asking for Erhaven’s help anyway, so it was great that Erhaven had brought it up first.

Erhaven then spoke into Cale’s mind so nobody else could hear. ‹Keep in mind that I cannot purify those items made of dark magic.›

Yes, of course. All you have to do is slice the Bell Tower in half with your magic or use that mighty attribute of yours to turn it all into dust or sand. Cale had to struggle not to say that out loud, nodding instead.

Erhaven’s mood soured when the pale fellow nodded and smiled, as if to say it was fine that he couldn’t purify the dark magic. Dragons were strong, but they weren’t omnipotent. That was a part of the laws of nature. Nothing in the world was all-powerful.

As Erhaven contemplated the laws of nature again, planning out what remained of his life, Cale clapped his hands.

“All right, then we’re done here.”

Hmm? Confused, Erhaven glanced at the vice-master. “You’re not going to interrogate her?”

“Why would I? I don’t need to.”

“You don’t?”

Cale shook his head. “Not at all. We’ve pretty much figured out the tower master’s identity, so we just need to wreck the Bell Tower and the imperial family as planned. Why would I waste my time with this vice-master? She’s already decided to die without telling us a thing.”

Something was off. The Cale Erhaven knew wouldn’t have let things slide that easily.

“Hm.”

Cale leveled a contemplative look at Metelona. By this point, she was the most befuddled one here.

Am I just going to die? Is this it? She found this situation bizarre even though she’d prepared for it. Then, out of nowhere, a chill ran down her spine. Huh? What’s this…?

An amorphous force was beginning to oppress her, making her shiver. It didn’t come from a dragon; this was different than the power she’d felt when the dragon was angry. This was something deeper—an aura of absolute power, similar to Dragon Fear.

As her body locked up, Cale asked her, “What kind of painful death should I give you?”

What?

His calm gaze was ice-cold. The corners of his lips were curling up, yet he looked completely devoid of emotion. In this moment, he resembled Adin.

Once his smile settled in place, Metelona lost the ability to breathe. She gasped. There’s no hand. There’s no hand choking me. Yet she couldn’t get any air, as if something was crushing her. The pressure choking her was coming from Cale Henituse.

The vice-master’s body shook, and she let out a groan. She had to curl up and heave moaning breaths to survive each passing second. While the pressure and aura were similar to Dragon Fear, it was in a league of its own.

Just what is this power? Is he really human?

He had multiple Ancient Powers and a force at the level of Dragon Fear. Metelona’s eyes darted around, landing on Cale.

Cale had activated his Dominating Aura to its highest level as he stared directly at the vice-master. Metelona felt like a lone human standing in front of a giant tsunami.

“No, no, Metelona,” Cale said. “They say black mages hate pain.”

That was the truth. Someone had to suffer an influx of dead mana to become a black mage, and for Metelona, it had been a nightmarish experience.

“Should I find a way to make you feel the same agony the dead mana did, so you’ll die a painful death?”

Metelona’s eyes had gone bloodshot from the suffocating pressure, aimlessly roaming the empty air.

Unlike a regular mage, a black mage could easily reach the middle-tier level of dark magic once they absorbed dead mana. After that, they were unhurt by dead mana, looked like any normal person, and didn’t even feel the pain of death. That was why she’d been prepared to die; she knew it wouldn’t hurt. Yes, there had been a price to pay, but at least death wouldn’t be painful.

But he wants me to experience that horrible agony again?

Metelona had assumed Cale Henituse was a good and brave person, but the statements coming out of his mouth were ruthless. He was speaking like Adin. With a smile and a leisurely tone, he used rationality to drive his enemies into a corner.

She then recalled that Cale had been the one to grab Adin by the neck. And it was Cale who had charged toward Hont.

“Or should I have the saint of the God of Sun use his divine powers? Hmm? You’ll probably feel pain for the first time in ages. Don’t you think so?”

Something dawned on Metelona then. Or rather, she lapsed into a deluded state, unable to think through the overwhelming pressure. She believed everything he was saying.

“Vice-Master.”

I see. This man… Cale Henituse, he…

“I want to kill you, but I don’t know how I should do it.”

He doesn’t need me. He was planning to kill me anyway.

The vice-master was drenched in a cold sweat, shaking from head to toe. She imagined herself suffering until she died.

Stone-faced, Cale crouched in front of Metelona and held her gaze. “All right. Speak if you want to die peacefully.”

He didn’t need her? That wasn’t true at all. He desperately needed her; she had information he could use. To that end, Cale was acting like Adin and using the Dominating Aura. How could the vice-master, who was a core component in the massacre that created the golems and the black despair, be rattled by a simple interrogation?

Cale was going to such lengths because there was something he wanted to ask. He was curious about one thing, and he couldn’t put the pieces of the puzzle together no matter how much he thought about it. It had to do with dark magic.

“Why did you hide in the Empire and go undercover in the Alchemist’s Bell Tower?”

She and her ilk should’ve stayed in hiding. Why take up residence in the center of the Western Continent? To what end? What was their goal—were they trying to devour the Empire? If so, why were they keeping Adin alive?

“Vice-Master.”

The vice-master instinctively opened her mouth, and Cale yanked away the cloth covering. It fell to the ground with a plop.

“A d-di…”

Di…?

Under Cale’s piercing stare, Metelona hurriedly added, “A divine artifact!”

Oh. It clicked for Cale then. A divine artifact. An item belonging to a god.

The vice-master was being oppressed by the Dominating Aura, gripped by intense fear. She didn’t want a painful death. She hated dead mana more than anything, and she had been through that pain once already.

She’d also seen countless test subjects die from dead mana poisoning.

“Aiiieeee!”

“Ghk… Gaaah!”

She didn’t want to die like the test subjects had. There was no reason for it. Desperate to avoid that fate, she rushed out, “W-we needed to find the divine artifact of the God of Sun. Th-that’s why we went to the Empire—”

Cale sucked in a breath, his mind going to the subspace pouch inside his inner pocket. If it is the God of Sun’s divine artifact she’s talking about…then I already have it.

He beamed at this newest clue, completely forgetting he was in the middle of an interrogation. To the vice-master, his smile was the ghastly grin of a devil.

“What do you need the God of Sun’s divine artifact for?” Cale asked.

Metelona quivered as she shook her head. “I-I don’t know. The tower master only said he needs it, so he’s been searching for it for a long time.” Cale’s gaze hardened, spooking her into saying more. “I’m not entirely sure, but I do remember him once saying that the ‘real lights’ need to disappear.”

Real lights, she says? Cale thought about the divine artifact that he had with him, the Condemnation of the Sun. Was that compact mirror the “real light”?

He hadn’t missed her choice of words either: not one, but multiple lights. Inching closer, he said evenly, “Lights, plural?”

Metelona nodded, drawing a frown from Cale. “Yes. The divine artifact and the people the God of Sun bestowed his power upon.”

The Condemnation of the Sun and the half-saint Jack. As the pieces clicked into place, Cale deepened his scowl. He was afraid he’d burst out laughing if he didn’t.

The look on his face only served to intimidate Metelona, who hastened to add, “That’s why we captured the saint and saintess, to figure out the location of the divine artifact. Unfortunately, we couldn’t keep them. They both escaped. Of course, Commander Cale, you managed to get Saint Jack—”

“Hold on,” he cut in, stopping her.

The saint and saintess? Both of them? But isn’t one of them a half-saint with nothing beyond his divine power and the other a fake without any to speak of?

Someone gasped, catching Cale’s attention; it was Albert. When their eyes met, Albert said in the same low voice as before, “I know a bit about the God of Sun.”

That was because he was both a quarter dark elf and the crown prince of the Crossman royal family, who was said to have received the blessings of the God of Sun. He knew quite a bit about the tenets of the deity, who was both his adversary and his family’s divine patron. But it was his dark elf heritage that had taught him the most. The Church of the God of Sun was the dark elves’ greatest enemy, one they had to steer clear of.

“The God of Sun always said to defeat the darkness. The church is better suited to crusades than to healing. That was why the God of Sun always told believers to defeat beings with the darkness attribute. He also divided his power between his children, who could follow his will.”

Cale flinched. Could it be?

“In that case, the chances of the God of Sun’s divine artifact being a weapon are very high.”

The Sun God twins. There was Jack, the half-saint with divine powers who couldn’t wield weapons. Then there was Hana, who had no divine powers but was talented enough to become a swordmaster. One had the God of Sun’s power, while the other had immense combat prowess.

Cale huffed a laugh as he thought about the compact mirror in his pocket. Yes, “condemnation” was a good name for a weapon.

“Both of them are real,” he realized.

The twins had been real—not fake—from the start. And the tower master, the lich, tried to get rid of the twins and the divine artifact.

Cale could see the full picture now. He stood up, having wrapped up his discussion with Metelona. He nodded to Erhaven, who motioned with his eyes that he would stay here a bit longer.

Then Cale asked one last question. “Do you know about the plans for the jungle?”

The vice-master flinched and prepared to share what she knew; they were focused on conquering the jungle. The Empire’s handling of it has changed. Either the imperial prince or the tower master had likely returned to the capital and given a new order to the Empire’s forces in the jungle.

“Um, I was responsible for the Kingdom of the Whipper while the tower master and His Highness personally saw to nearly everything related to the jungle. I know a bit about the operation, but none of the specifics.”

After hearing her brisk response, Cale nodded and turned around. The crushing pressure receded, allowing her to breathe again. She greedily gulped in air, watching Cale leave the tent with the dark elf and swordmaster in tow. Though she no longer felt suffocated, she was still keenly aware of the position she was in.

Meanwhile, Cale headed to the edge of Sector 8 with the others. A host of warriors stood there, glaring daggers at the golems.

“They said the Empire might spot us if we get any closer to Sector 7,” Choi Han said.

Cale dipped his head in acknowledgment, then faced Albert. “This good enough?”

“Your tone with me gets worse and worse, you brat.”

Albert brushed off Cale’s insolence, leaping into a tree to survey a golem in the distance. Cale made a face; the prince had scaled the tree far more easily than he could.

He really is like a dark elf. Cale hadn’t thought of him that way before. I guess I can use him for battle in the future.

Thinking something anyone else would’ve found extremely disrespectful, he caught Albert staring at him. “What?”

“Cale, you… How the hell did you destroy that?”

Cale smirked in response. It reminded Albert of what his aunt, Tasha, had said to him earlier.

“The black despair… I never dreamed that terrible thing would reappear. It’s said that we can purify it, but…I’m not confident. I’ve never done it myself, as it’s just recorded in our history.” Tasha had hesitated, then shot Albert a searching look. “Did Lord Cale really purify that along with the dead mana? Is that something a human can do?”

It genuinely perplexed her.

Albert also recalled what some nobles had told him before he came here. Everything about the Empire and dark magic had been revealed to them before Albert made the declaration.

“Your Highness, aren’t you putting too many responsibilities on Commander Cale Henituse?”

“If it is as you say, if Lord Cale exposed all this and is out there fighting in the vanguard, then should he really be left to take care of things on his own?”

The Kingdom of Rowoon’s nobles finally understood that the tide of battle was shifting because of Cale, as was the foundation of the continent. They especially found it beyond the realm of common sense when they heard that Cale had figured out that dark magic was afoot and tackled it accordingly.

For this reason, there were more and more nobles and vassals with concerns about Cale. The situation went beyond a mere power struggle; they were repulsed by Cale’s distinct nature, so different from their own. It was only natural to fear something one found overwhelming.

The crown prince watched the golem as everything Tasha and the nobles had said floated through his mind.

He got rid of that alone?

He knew the terrible powers of the golem because of his dark elf heritage, and he had only one thing to say to the man who’d gone up against those monsters.

“Stupid idiot.”

“Huh?” Cale blurted out.

What the hell?

The invisible Raon took that moment to chime in after some time of listening quietly. ‹The crown prince is right!›

What?

“You absolute moron.”

“Excuse me?”

It was a two-hit combo.

Cale was openly baffled, but the crown prince was being serious. What did those who sought power value most? Their lives. Once they clinched power, they wanted to live for a long time.

The crown prince shared his honest sentiments with the pale-faced Cale. “You are the craziest of all.”

“Excuse me? Brother?”

Albert ignored Cale and turned away. “Choi Han.”

“Yes, sir?”

“You’ve suffered quite a bit.”

Choi Han respectfully bowed his head. “I appreciate your concern.”

What the hell? What kind of conversation are they having without me?

Cale was reeling at the exchange, but Albert simply hopped down from the tree and gave Cale’s shoulder a good-natured pat. “Work hard, or else I’ll make you prime minister—or the chairman of the nobles’ meeting.”

Those are some nasty threats! His life as a middle-aged slacker would turn to dust if he became the prime minister, and he would have to toil until he died of old age if he was appointed as chairman.

Cale gawked at the crown prince as though to ask, “How could there be such an evil prince?!”

As if reading Cale’s mind, Albert went on, “That said, little bro, I swear on my name that I shall let you live your life as a slacker if you successfully complete all your tasks.”

“Why, you speak with the might and wisdom of the shining sun.”

Albert shook his head at Cale’s immediate pivot to flattery. A question he’d been asked by one of his subordinates rose to mind.

“Your Highness, aren’t you afraid of Commander Cale Henituse’s strength?”

Why should I be?

The cloth-covered corners of Albert’s lips quirked up. He wasn’t one to fear such a thing.

“Looks like I need to head back now.” Feeling Cale’s eyes on him, Albert smoothly added, “I need to land a punch as well.” 

“Sure you will.”

“You really talk like a drunk brat.”

Shaking his head again, the crown prince ventured into the teleportation circle to reach his destination: Whipper’s Myple Castle. Tonight, the declaration from Albert and the respective leaders of the other realms would rattle the Western Continent.

 

***

 

It was a dark night. Neither the moon nor the stars could shine their light through the trees of the jungle. Albert’s voice sounded from a small communication sphere.

“The Kingdom of Rowoon, the Kingdom of Brek, the Kingdom of the Whipper, and the three northern kingdoms hereby declare that dark magic has resurfaced on the Western Continent. We will do everything we can to destroy it once again.”

As soon as the crown prince finished his speech, Cale turned the communication sphere off.

‹Human!› Raon piped up in his mind. ‹Is it our turn now?›

Cale looked around. He didn’t see thousands of warriors. He only saw Tasha, a few other dark elves who blended in with the night, Rosalyn, Ritana, Choi Han, Erhaven, and Mary. The river that flowed through the jungle burbled beside him.

“Let’s get started.”

The dark elves and Ritana turned toward Erhaven, Cale’s unexpected guest. Fists clenched, the dark elves stared at him with wavering eyes. Ritana, for her part, was chock-full of questions. This man had previously been introduced to her as Cale’s guard during the meeting of the four realms and one tribe.

This time, Cale had provided a different introduction for him. “He’s an archmage.”


Erhaven was beyond the level of Rosalyn, a mage of the highest caliber. His white-gold hair shone even in the darkness. He waved his hand, and gold dust quickly surrounded the group. At once, they vanished into the night.

With a relaxed expression, Rosalyn said, “I’ll be waiting for you.”

A gust of wind whooshed past her the moment she bade her invisible companions goodbye. The group had taken off running. With Erhaven here, there was no need to take the hard road by traveling underwater. Instead, they ran along the river toward Sector 7, going undetected thanks to the ancient dragon’s magic.

Hwoosh.

The Sound of the Wind surrounded Cale’s feet.

 

***

 

‹Human! They’re all so fast!›

No kidding.

Cale looked up. They had swiftly arrived right outside the range of the Empire’s surveillance. There were no walls around the river that cut through Sector 7. Instead of any physical barriers, there was a large crowd of imperial soldiers.

Troops were stationed on both sides of the river without any gaps. Cale’s group would crash into them if they tried to sprint by, even if they were invisible. And while they were skillful enough to sneak past the soldiers, they needed to reach the center of Sector 7 as quietly as possible without leaving anything to chance.

That was when Cale snapped his fingers.

‹All right, human!›

‹We’ll get started.›

Once he’d heard Raon and Erhaven’s voices, Cale jumped into the river. They were still far enough away not to be seen.

Splashes reached Cale’s ears as his group followed him into the water. They plunged beneath the surface, enveloped by clear bubbles. A speck of gold dust floated past Cale’s throat. The bubbles allowed them to breathe and speak normally; Ritana and the elves assumed Erhaven was responsible, but it was a collaborative effort between the two dragons.

Though they were surrounded by water, the spell allowed Cale’s words to reach everyone clearly. “We’ll move straight ahead.”

They walked upriver, their bubbles floating along the riverbed. They were now within range of the Empire’s surveillance, but nobody could see them. The river was calm, babbling quietly beneath the night sky.

Eventually, they reached the center of Sector 7. Raon, the only one moving above the river, called out to Cale, ‹Human! Humaaaaan!›

The dragon’s frantic tone startled him. He stopped in his tracks, and he wasn’t the only one; a few other bubbles halted even though he hadn’t given the signal.

‹Human! The Empire is crazy!›

Cale raised his head. In this moment, the water was wavering as much as Raon’s voice.

‹Inside Sector 7, human! There are tons of big bombs inside Sector 7!›

What? Bombs?

‹They’re all dead mana bombs! And they’re huge! They’re located throughout the residences! There are hundreds of them!›


Cale heard a snap as everyone popped into view. Erhaven had removed the invisibility magic. Now he could tell who had stopped at almost the same time he did: the dark elves, Mary, and Erhaven himself. They all looked grim. While they couldn’t see above the surface, as Raon could, they had felt the immense and terrible presence of dead mana.

‹With this many bombs…everyone in Sector 7 will die if they blow up! No, Sector 7 will just become a land of death! Nothing will be able to live here anymore!›

Those rotten bastards.

Cale had finally figured out what the Empire was thinking. They weren’t going to stop at taking hostages. Their plan was to decimate Sector 7. Maybe they were even planning to kill the jungle warriors who would come to rescue the hostages.

‹Human! The entire Sector 7 is pretty much an enormous dead mana bomb! This is really bad!›

The golems and soldiers hadn’t been posted as guards to keep the warriors from charging in. They were there to keep this a secret—to prevent anyone from seeing what they were up to in the sector.

Stunned, Cale barked a hollow laugh.

‹This isn’t something Mary and the dark elves can handle! People will die if these all explode at once!›

Those people would most likely be the innocent citizens of the jungle. Anger blazed in Cale’s eyes as his mind whirled.

‹It’ll be even worse if me or Gramps destroy them all! We can’t leave them alone either, though!›

Hearing the urgency in Raon’s voice, Cale was about to respond, then stopped himself.

‹Human?›

He ignored Raon’s prompting as another voice cut through it.

“I’m hungry.”


Hmm? The one who’d spoken was the gluttonous priestess, owner of the Unbreakable Shield. Why’s she popping up out of the blue?

Before Cale could ask, the glutton said, “I can eat it.”

Huh? Eat what? The dead mana?

“Don’t you remember?” the glutton asked. “Remember where we first met. Remember the tree where you fed me bread. Did you forget?”

On the contrary, Cale remembered it. He remembered the “man-eating tree” at the top of the slums in Henituse territory. That black tree was where he’d gotten the Unbreakable Shield and set off on this strange journey.

Wait, the black tree?

Cale recalled how the tree had turned from black to white once he received the Unbreakable Shield. Was the glutton not the reason the tree turned black?

What if…?

The people of the slums said that everything beneath the black tree was desolate, and they avoided that area out of fear. Back then, Cale had been acting on his own, without Raon to rely on.

Then he thought about how dead mana turned the ground into a desolate wasteland.

At that moment, the stone guardian chimed in, “When the black rain came down in ages past, living things could exist and breathe beneath the shield. It still couldn’t be purified, though.”

The glutton said deliberately, “I’m good at eating everything.”

Cale broke out in a grin. What a cool glutton! The Unbreakable Shield had the wood attribute—and this was the jungle, the place with the greatest number of trees on the continent.

“This is bad!” Tasha cried out, her voice reverberating through the water. “W-we can’t handle this much.”

Tasha glanced over at her subordinates from her spot between Ritana and Choi Han, who didn’t know what was going on. Although some dark elves had been left behind in Sector 8, the best of the dark elves in their entire city were by her side right now. They all had stiff expressions on their faces.

There are so many, she thought, biting her lip.

As soon as they entered Sector 7 via the river, she’d smelled a fragrance that was both sweet and bitter. It was the scent of dead mana, which was like a fountain of strength for them. She’d been happy to smell it at first, but the farther they went upstream, the more it suffocated her. There was too much dead mana for them to absorb. Just how many had died for this much dead mana to be here?

Tasha instinctively looked at Mary. Her grandfather Obante, the mayor of the dark elves’ underground city, had told her a little bit about dark magic.

“Protect Mary.”

“Excuse me, Grandpa?”

“It is my order as your mayor. Mary might…” The dark elf mayor, who had lived for over five hundred years, paused to blink a few times. “Yes, this may all just be nature taking its course. It is finally time for someone to receive the will of the Death Sage.”

The Death Sage? Who is that? Tasha had wondered, confused, but Obante was firm.

“Take our best warriors with you. I’ll send more as reinforcements, but you must protect Mary. We have to guard the only necromancer in the world.”

Tasha had planned on protecting Mary even if the mayor hadn’t told her so. Albert might’ve been her nephew by blood, but she felt just as close to Mary. Tasha still clearly remembered the day she saved that ten-year-old girl.

“This isn’t good.”

Startled, Tasha whirled toward Erhaven, who was rooted to the spot. Unlike her kin, she knew the true identity of this ancient dragon, although the others likely had their suspicions.

“It appears the Empire intended to destroy the jungle from the beginning.”

Tasha squeezed her eyes shut as silence took hold.

After a beat, Ritana shouted, “What? What do you mean?”

Seeing the queen’s strong reaction, Tasha slowly spoke about the power they’d been feeling from throughout the sector. Both Ritana and Choi Han were rattled by her explanation.

“S-so, what you’re saying is…there are dead mana bombs throughout Sector 7. Although the dark elves might be able to absorb all the dead mana, given enough time, the explosion would make that far more difficult?”

Ritana’s voice shook as she stood there with a vacant expression, trying to assess what Tasha had told her.

“We might not be able to save everyone, and Sector 7 might be destroyed as well?”

It was the mysterious archmage who answered, his voice low. “They plan to create hell.”

Hell… Chills ran down Ritana’s spine.

As she tightly gripped her spear, her eyes flicked toward Cale; she had glanced his way without meaning to. Why am I looking at him when he probably can’t give me any answers? None of us expected this. Who would have known that the Empire wanted to destroy Sector 7 instead of claiming it for themselves?

Ritana thought of how she had ordered her people to avoid resisting and stay in place. Should I have told them to run? To resist?

She was also reminded of her decision to wait in Sector 8 instead of charging in right away.

Damn it!

The heat of her rage pricked at her eyes—and then she did a double take. “Lord Cale?” she blurted out.

Cale was smiling.

He couldn’t help it. One of the Ancient Powers was rambling away in his mind. “I’m hungry. I can eat and eat and eat without stopping.”

It was the gluttonous priestess, telling him that her appetite was endless.

“Remember what the thief told you? She said to use her wind if you want to run and the stone if you want to protect your home. Use me for this.”

The glutton was serious.

“I’m the only one here who can grow.”

Fire, water, wind, and earth—those elements had existed from the beginning. Wood was different.

“Wood is a living being, like humans.”

It was given life. It succumbed to death. It was alive.

“And I am the unbreakable wood.”

Normal wood could break, but the glutton was unbreakable. She could grow without stopping. She could send her roots into the earth, absorb the sunlight, air, water, and warmth. She could eat everything over and over and keep on growing.

While the glutton couldn’t survive on her own, she could reach everywhere and everything as long as she had a foundation and a bit of help. That foundation had been created for her. Everything she needed existed inside this vessel named Cale.

“Do you know why I died in the Land of Boulders?” the glutton asked Cale with a laugh. Soon, she answered her own question. “There weren’t enough trees there. There are only boulders.”

Cale chuckled in spite of himself. The ancient’s speech tickled him.

“I was born in the jungle. It was dark back then—the trees were all black. This place, too, was called the Dark Forest.”

He was suddenly brought back to the conversation he’d had when he first gained an Ancient Power in this world, in Henituse territory.

“Things like bread weren’t available in ancient times. The people of the Dark Forest claimed to serve a god, yet they only fed me tasteless meals,” the Unbreakable Shield’s owner had told Cale then. “I was, of course, banished from that place. They said I was a glutton. Glutton, my ass! I left with my friends. We planned to put the world back on track.”

He’d always assumed she meant the Dark Forest that Choi Han came from, but evidently, he was wrong. There was a different Dark Forest during ancient times.

“Do you remember what I told you?”

Cale nodded at the glutton’s question. Of course he remembered; that was the moment he first gained an Ancient Power. It was what the gluttonous priestess had said when the shield was etched over his heart.

“This will protect you.”

The shield had been protecting Cale ever since, and it would protect him this time too.

That conversation done, Cale addressed his waiting entourage. “We will proceed with the original plan.”

Then he started thinking about Sector 7’s layout. He had seen it when he visited because of the Sun God Twins. All the people and buildings, including the palace, coexisted with the trees. The buildings were built between or on top of trees, making the entire city seem like one large forest.

“But, Lord Cale, the Empire might detonate the dead mana bombs and destroy Sector 7!” Tasha rushed out.

Cale shook his head. “Don’t worry about the explosion.”

“Sorry, what?” Ritana cut in.

Cale smoothly echoed the shield’s words. “I’ll eat everything up so that nobody gets hurt.” As he prepared to head back to the surface, he went on, “The dead mana won’t harm the jungle or its people. Please, trust me.”

His words reached every single one of them.

“We also don’t get many opportunities like this, and we don’t know what will happen in the future. This isn’t the time to look back.”

“Lord Cale, I…” Ritana chewed her lip, mulling it over. She trusted Cale, but a lot of people’s lives were on the line.

Just then, the quiet Choi Han finally spoke up. “Mr. Cale…will you be using an Ancient Power?”

The mention of an Ancient Power made Ritana flinch. She had heard from Rosalyn and Choi Han about how bad Cale’s current situation was, but they said he continued to push himself despite what was going on in his body. It reminded her that Cale had almost fainted after putting out the fire in Sector 1, and she eyed him with concern.

As for Cale himself, he was just praising Choi Han’s intellect in his mind. “Yes.”

Ritana bit her lip harder at this casual one-word answer. Numerous people lived here in Sector 7, and this one man was risking his life to save them.

We have no way of knowing how the Empire will act.

The imperial army might destroy Sector 7 and run even if the jungle did nothing, since the declaration from the other realms would put them in danger. If they did, then the jungle would be too busy dealing with this situation to participate in the war, at least for a while. Perhaps that was precisely the Empire’s plan, then.

Ritana calmed down. She made up her mind and commanded, “Let’s go.”

‹There are no guards here right now!›

Cale kicked off the riverbed, and he soon shot out of the water with a splash. Gold dust settled over Cale and his entourage. Erhaven had turned them invisible once again, so they couldn’t be seen even as they surfaced.

Once he’d emerged, Cale scoffed at the sight before him. It was just as Raon had described: There were hundreds of objects resembling cylindrical water jugs throughout Sector 7. Each was topped with a beautifully shining orb, but those lovely orbs were giving off some ominous noises.

Beep. Beeeeeep.

Cale stepped onto the riverbank and could hear Ritana muttering to herself in despair. All the houses in Sector 7 were dark, without a single light. The people of the jungle were probably curled up inside, too afraid to breathe. And yet, as dismal as circumstances were, the only way he could describe the scene…was bright.

The shimmer of these hundreds of gorgeous orbs, the glow from the palace that had been taken over by the Empire, and the light shining down from the airship floating overhead—it all served to make Sector 7 more dazzling than ever before. It was as beautiful as an opulent city.

After sweeping a glance over the area, Cale quickly gave his order. “Get to your positions.” He couldn’t see his allies, but he felt them going on the move. He looked north, south, east, west, then back to center before he added, “And destroy them.”

There was no need for a response.

Rapid footfalls reached his ears as the group split off in four directions.

‹They’re moving fast, human! They’ll all get to their spots soon!›

Ritana was headed east.

Tasha was headed west.

Mary was headed south.

Choi Han was headed north.

Each person was also accompanied by some dark elves.

“I’ll set out as well,” came a voice from behind Cale. “You and the youngster make sure to do a good job.” Erhaven, the final member, was floating into the air. He was in charge of the primary threat here in the central area: the airship.

Cale opened his hands. As soon as the attack began, their group would no longer be invisible. They would all be exposed to the enemy. Then, once all eyes were on them, a different operation would begin.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Cale’s heart hammered in his chest. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

Shaaaaaaa.

He could hear it.

He could hear the sound of leaves fluttering in the wind.

He could feel it.

He could feel that this was a forest, that this was the jungle, that a vast number of trees stood here.

Cale could hear a very quiet sound.

Shhhhhhh.

It was the sound of the leaves. However, it was different than before.

Shhhhhhh.

Shhhhhhhhhhhhhh.

Shhhhhhh.

It was coming from the trees that stood in places where the Empire’s fancy lights couldn’t reach. The branches of these trees, which touched the buildings where the jungle’s terrified citizens cowered, slowly began to move in one direction.

At that moment…

Baaaaaaaaaang!

Cale’s eyes snapped open. He could see what was going on in the north.


‹Human! It’s started!›

A black-haired swordsman was flying up to the top of the golem, destroying it with his black aura. Choi Han had been the first to act.

Baaaaang!

Baaaaaang! Baaaaang! Baaaaaang!

Cale heard noises from the east, west, and south as well. He looked down to find himself turning visible again.

A wailing alarm blared from the airship above Sector 7, shattering the silence of the night.

Cale smirked as he looked up at the airship. “I’ll create hell for you.”

Tonight would be a nightmare for the Empire’s forces.

Shhhhhhh.

The trees were stirring up a breeze all on their own.




Chapter 68:
Night

 

NO ONE ELSE REALIZED that the trees were crafting gusts of their own. There was already too much chaos for something so subtle to stand out.

“I-it’s them!”

“This is an emergency! The queen of the jungle has launched a raid!”

Pealing cries overlapped the alarm. The Empire’s forces at the four gates were in the greatest disarray.

“Th-that’s Rowoon’s swordmaster!”

“It’s the necromancer! The necromancer is here!”

“Dark elves! Those are troops from Rowoon who fought in the battle in Karo!”

Powerful fighters from the jungle and the Kingdom of Rowoon had suddenly appeared and started ruthlessly attacking the golems.

“What the hell?!”

The palace at the center of Sector 7 was the heart of the jungle. An alchemist who had been sitting on Ritana’s throne stormed toward a window so he could see what was going on outside. He saw dark forces cutting through Sector 7, which shone brightly under the Empire’s control. None of them seemed to contain any form of light.

“H-how did they get here?!”

A black aura sliced through the sky, and the necromancer’s black mana sprayed a golem like spiderwebs. The dark elves and their elementals were using black mana to devour the Empire’s lights.

“They only made the declaration minutes ago!”

Having joined forces with the other realms at Myple Castle, the Kingdom of Rowoon had announced that it would vanquish dark magic, which was really just a way of declaring war against the Empire.

Yet Rowoon and the jungle have already forged an alliance? The alchemist who was responsible for this jungle invasion shivered. Just how far does the Kingdom of Rowoon’s reach extend? They must have been allied for a long time if they were this quick to respond.

The alchemist remembered seeing Crown Prince Albert’s stern, confident gaze through the screen as he made his statement. It was not the look of someone who thought he was going to lose.

Beeeeeeep. Beeeeeeep.

Hearing an alert, the alchemist procured a gray communication sphere from his chest pocket. Black mana poured out from the tip of his finger, illuminating the sphere. He was a black mage as well.

On the other end of the call, a voice said, “Destroy the jungle, then use the airship to withdraw.”

It was Adin, the next-generation sun of the Empire. He sounded weak and tired, yet also focused and cold. The alchemist’s anxiety left his gaze.

This is actually better.

“We can see Rowoon’s forces now.”

“Rowoon, you say?”

“Yes, Your Highness. The swordmaster and necromancer—”

“The commander should be there as well.”

When he heard Adin’s comment, the alchemist glanced over at the person who had appeared in the center of Sector 7. His shock of red hair stood out amid the jungle. He was the one and only Cale Henituse.

“Yes, Your Highness. He’s here as well.”

“I see.” Adin paused, then commanded, “Follow the original plan.”

The alchemist dipped his head. “As you wish. We will proceed as planned.”

They would flood Sector 7 with dead mana and transform it into a land of death.

A variable named Cale had appeared in their plot. While the dark elves and necromancers were also present, there weren’t enough of them to instantly block the dead mana bombs. It would also be difficult for them to purify all that dead mana. It would take them some time.

And it would be even better if Commander Cale used that power I’ve heard about.

Word had reached him that Cale used a fiery thunderbolt to purify the golems, the black despair, and the dead mana. If he deployed that power now, Sector 7 would be destroyed, just as the Empire intended. That would more than suffice.

The alchemist left the throne room. “Get ready!” he ordered his subordinates, and they sprang into action. “Gather at the airship as planned!” Heading toward the airship, he added, “Detonate the bombs, starting at the edges of Sector 7!”

The outskirts of the sector were residential areas without businesses or palace buildings. They were near the four gates that led to Sector 7.

Beeeeep. Beeeeeeep.

The beautiful orbs installed on top of the bombs shone even brighter than before. The alchemist sneered at the sight of them, but his mirth didn’t last long.

Baaaaaaaaaaang!

An explosion far stronger than anything he’d heard before cracked through the air.

“I-it came from the north!” one of his subordinates said.

The alchemist whirled around, then gasped. The golem was collapsing. That behemoth, which was nearly twenty meters tall, was slowly falling to its knees. A sword stuck out of its chest. Choi Han, Rowoon’s swordmaster, had stabbed the golem’s chest—the site of its core.

Terrible shrieks pierced the night. The sound had even the alchemist trembling for a moment. Although he’d participated in the experiments himself, he found the black despair a filthy and terrible thing.

However, the screams began to die down shortly after.

“Dark elves…”

The alchemist—or rather, the black mage—bit his lip. Two dark elves had pushed Choi Han to the side, activating their mana as they called upon their elementals for help. The dark elves shoved their hands in the gap left by Choi Han’s attack. They groaned, then gritted their teeth.

They could hear it. The terrible shrieks were slowly disappearing for most of those listening, but the dark elves heard a different kind of screeching in their minds. These were the cries of people who’d been turned into dead mana and the black despair.

Fssssh!

They felt as if their hands were burning. Their hands looked fine on the outside, yet they felt sick. The two dark elves recalled what Tasha had said to them.

“Even if it’s painful, endure it. You’ve witnessed the people who died on their way through Death Desert, I’m sure. But these? These are the cries of victims who suffered an even more painful death than those who escaped to find a better life.”

They had to endure.

The dark elves clenched their jaws, racked with agony. They had no other choice.

Choi Han panted, pointing his sword at the imperial troops who surrounded them. His entire body was shaking, and he was biting his lip hard.

“You plan on getting involved in this operation?”

Cale had asked him that nonchalant question once Albert had left and only the two of them remained.

“Yes, I do,” he’d answered sincerely. “I’m the best at locating the golems’ cores, and I can destroy them.”

After that, he added, “I will not act like an idiot again and cause trouble for the others. Please trust me and leave it to me.”

Choi Han had been shocked and horrified the first time he confronted the golems and the black despair. If Raon and Clope hadn’t been there, he probably would’ve caused trouble for his allies and done something terrible. And yet, knowing he would have to face this eventually, he’d entered the fray once again.

In the Dark Forest, he always wound up facing his enemies even if he initially ran from them in fear. He had faced failure on many occasions, but each time, he had come out on top.

Choi Han clenched the hilt of his sword. Even now, the voices in his head were telling him, Eat it. You’ll get stronger if you eat that despair.

Choi Han’s teeth broke the skin of his lip, drawing blood.

‹Choi Han! Are you okay?› Raon’s voice resounded in Choi Han’s mind. ‹The human said to check on you!›

Choi Han also recalled Cale’s last words to him when he said that he was going to participate in this operation.

“You’ve earned your keep already, so take care of yourself first. Don’t act like an idiot.”

An idiot was telling him not to act like an idiot.

“Oh, one more thing. People can’t be perfectly strong, so just remember one thing.”

Choi Han slowly released his lip.

“Living is the best, preferably peacefully and happily. Got it?”

Choi Han wiped the blood off with the back of his hand. The pain had helped him come back to his senses, bringing a smile to his face.

His allies, the two dark elves, reported in one after another.

“The core and the black despair have been purified!”


“I just need to absorb the dead mana now!”

‹You seem all right! I knew you could do it, Choi Han! Still, be careful! I’m heading back to the human!› Raon said happily.

Choi Han held back his laughter, nodding. His hands were still shaking and something was trying to tempt him, but he was okay. Every time he felt his mind slip, his friends’ voices and movements snapped him out of it. The crisp night air was also cooling his head.

“I need to get going too.”

Even if he was under some restrictions, it wasn’t too bad.

Boooooooom!

The first golem fell to the ground behind Choi Han as he surged onward, and the two dark elves darted past it to keep up. One of the two was wreathed in much more black mana as they ran.

The alchemist in charge gnawed at his own lip and whirled on his subordinate, who hurriedly reported, “Sir, the preparations are complete!”

At that, the alchemist’s eyes darted to the outskirts of Sector 7. The soldiers stationed there were running to the airship or outside the sector—and someone else saw this as clearly as the alchemist did.

Cale stood there, watching the soldiers flee the outskirts of Sector 7. The Empire’s knights and soldiers glanced at him along the way, but they couldn’t attack him now.

It’s starting, he realized. The explosions are happening soon.

That was when the gluttonous priestess said, “I can’t purify the black despair.”

While she could eat dead mana, she couldn’t purify the black despair that came with it.

Cale recalled what the fiery thunderbolt had told him last time. The ancient had said that the only ones who could purify the black despair were necromancers, dark elves, and himself. Of course, even priests could take care of dead mana.

Beep. Beeeeeep.

Loud beeps sounded from the orbs on top of the bombs. The noises changed, starting from the bombs at the edges of Sector 7.

Beeeeeeep. Beeeeeeeep.

The orbs were getting louder and brighter, glowing with a spectacular light.

Cale looked toward the residences that had remained quiet despite all this. He was positive that everyone had woken up already. He knew that the people of the jungle were lying low in their homes, not daring to turn on a single light.

He then understood what they must’ve been going through. He had done the same thing when he was Kim Roksu: running away from monsters, crawling into the debris of a destroyed building, living there as quietly as possible. He couldn’t even sleep because he was so terrified of the powerful monsters outside, so he deeply empathized with their struggles.

Even though there were enemies in front of him, he closed his eyes.

‹I’m here, human!›

It was because he had Raon.

Cale heard the voice of the glutton again. “I could only eat it and die, having been dyed black. While I couldn’t purify it, I couldn’t watch the ground turn black and do nothing about it.”

When they first met, she’d told Cale, “I don’t think I could give up this flavor, even if I got fat! It’s so unfair that I keeled over after having to eat all that dirt!”

He had originally thought that she had just starved to death, but now he knew what she meant by having to eat dirt. In the Land of Boulders, which had so few trees, what was the lethal thing she’d eaten? Why had the ground turned black?

Rage flared within him. Why did they all live such sad lives? The glutton, the cheapskate… They were all pitiful.

He thought about the lone black tree on that desolate hill. Although the area was barren, it hadn’t been tainted by dead mana and turned into a land of death.

“All I could do was be a shield.”

The gluttonous priestess had been forced to huddle up inside that black tree for over ten thousand years.

“I can’t do anything on my own.”

She was different than the stone guardian. He could attack, but the glutton had no way to do so. Her only power was the ability to defend and protect. She always needed allies. Much like a tree, she could only grow with outside help; she wasn’t self-sufficient. Her shield, her protective power, could only get stronger when it had someone to protect.

The glutton, with her Unbreakable Shield, had found a new ally after more than ten thousand years of solitude. At last, she had a person to protect—and his name was Cale Henituse.

Whump. Whump, whump.

Quiet thudding could be heard through the blaring of the orbs.

“Huh?”

The people of the jungle, who were watching the situation from their hiding places, were taken aback by what they saw. Their eyes went wide.

One by one, objects fell to the ground.

“The trees said they’ll help.”

Small trees dropped their branches, and soon the branches of larger trees were falling too.

Boom. Boom. Boom!

All the trees throughout Sector 7 were lending parts of themselves to the cause, though it was only visible to the jungle’s citizens huddled in their homes.

The branches lodged into the earth.

By this point, the alchemist had boarded the airship over the center of the sector. Facing a subordinate who clutched a red orb, he shouted, “Detonate them starting from the outskirts! Now!”

“Yes, sir!” His subordinate with the orb began a countdown. “Three!”

The few remaining soldiers on the outskirts broke into a sprint.

“Two!”

Beeeeeep. Beeeeeep.

As the beautifully shining orbs slowly lost their glow, the bombs made a small, collective click.

A strange sensation took hold of Cale. He could feel everything, like his senses reached all four corners of Sector 7. Empowered by it, he spoke as the glutton had instructed as though it were the most natural thing in the world.

“Grow.”

The earth shuddered underfoot as something happened to the branches that the sector’s trees had dropped for him. The branches sticking out of the ground came alive at Cale’s order and began to grow.

“Wh-what the…?!”

“Huh?! What is going on with the trees?”

Fwoom! Fwoom! Fwooooom!

Large, thick branches appeared between the Empire’s soldiers. They kept on growing, moving faster and faster.

Shhhhhhh.

The leaves shivered and shook. The trees were crying—no, shouting. And Cale could hear them. ‹We’ve given you our bodies, so protect them.›

In response to the trees’ plea, Cale raised his hands. He looked toward the large branches.

“One!”

Just as the alchemist’s subordinate finished the countdown, the red orb in his hand exploded with a loud crack! Everyone watched as the large branches split up, wrapping around the dead mana bombs. It was as if they were forming shields—or prisons.

Right when the branches had completely encircled the dead mana bombs, the orbs went dark.

Beeeeeee… Beep!

Silence settled over the jungle.

Then, one by one, the bombs exploded.

Baaaaaang! Baaaaang! Baaaaaang!

Black liquid gushed forth, but it couldn’t reach the sky.

Shhhhhhhhhhhhhh.

The branches were slowly turning black. Dozens—no, hundreds of them were destroyed in the blasts but grew back in a flash, racing toward the dead mana.

All the Empire’s troops looked toward a single person. The branches were growing around him.

Grinning, Cale stared right back at them.

“Eat up.”

Eat and eat and eat some more.

The blackened branches were devouring the bombs, as if they’d transformed into snakes. And the more they ate, the deeper their color—until they matched the hue of the night.

Shhhhhhhhhhhhhh.

The world became darker and darker as the trees continued to cry. This was just the beginning of hell for the Empire’s forces.

A black droplet fell to the earth, poised to taint the ground around it. That is, until a branch speared the soiled spot. Crack! The brown branch turned black, while the ground returned to its original color.

“Wh-what is this?!” one of the Empire’s knights blurted out, trembling violently. Getting a strange feeling, he looked up.

“Aaaaaah!”

Shhhhhhh.

A large black branch brushed past his head as leaves fluttered around him.

“This is crazy… The trees have gone crazy!”

He plopped down on the ground, getting a view of the entire sector.

It was alive, writhing every which way. Sector 7 was stirring and shifting, all because of the large branches that had sprung up out of nowhere.

Baaaaang! Baaaaang!

The bombs were going off, yet the Empire’s forces weren’t running toward the airship. They couldn’t, no matter how much they wanted to.

Shhhhhhh.

Their bodies curled up in fear every time they heard the leaves rustling. There were branches darker than the night at their feet, over their heads. They ached to run away, but the plants were faster. The trees, which should have stood still, were rampaging all over Sector 7.

The alchemist in charge looked pale as he held onto the railing of the airship. “Wh-what kind of tree is that?!”

All he could see were the branches following the red-haired commander’s hands, gobbling up the dead mana bombs.


“I-I must inform my superiors!” He gave an order to one of the subordinates beside him. “I-immediately contact the tower master and His Highness! A-a-and…!”

He racked his brain as his lips trembled, but he couldn’t think straight now that this unexpected variable had wrecked their plan of action.

Trees were devouring the dead mana, and Sector 7 was free of the black despair. In fact, black branches were rising up around all the houses to protect them from the explosions.

Boom!

Hearing another loud impact, the alchemist whipped around. He looked to the south, where the golem was collapsing to the ground. Someone out there was watching him as well. He couldn’t see their eyes, exactly, but he knew they were staring at him. Their black robe was facing his way.

It was Mary, the famous necromancer of Rowoon. She was the only necromancer on the Western Continent, the last of her kind. The alchemist—or rather, black mage—couldn’t contain the scorn and disgust he felt toward the necromancer.

Black mana shone around her, suggesting she’d absorbed the dead mana after purifying the black despair. The necromancer swayed and had to be supported by a dark elf.

She’s still much weaker than the tower master.

That thought cleared the alchemist’s mind. He turned away and looked forward as he gave another order. “Set off the bombs as quickly as possible!”

His subordinate’s gaze hardened. Detonating the bombs faster meant that the airship would depart sooner.

The alchemist nodded soberly, then said, “And…”

He pointed to the man at the center of this charge, the one the branches had first gathered to protect.

“Do whatever you can to attack Cale Henituse! No, stop him!”

The imperial mages and knights scurried off.

“Prepare to attack! Cast fire spells!”

Determining that smaller spells would be useless against the black branches, the mages on board the airship drew large magic circles to launch their fire spells. The knights charged toward Cale, who was at the center of Sector 7.

“You think you can handle all of us on your own?!”

Cale sighed when he heard that from one of the knights. What a stereotype.

It was exactly the type of thing bad guys in fantasy or martial arts stories said when they squared off against the main character. Now that he was in the same situation, Cale’s heart went out to those protagonists.

“I’m alone because I can handle all of you.”

Can’t you even think that far?

Cale allowed his lips to curl up as he leisurely waved his hands.

‹Our human is not alone! I, the great and mighty Raon Mir, am here!› Following his bold declaration, Raon tacked on, ‹But, human, you look scary right now!›

Cale’s smile widened. I know. I know how I look. It wasn’t hard to imagine how vicious he looked as he grinned with these black branches writhing like snakes around him.

Guiding some of those serpentine branches, he reflected on what the gluttonous priestess had said to him earlier. She can only defend? I don’t know about that. No matter what the glutton said, Cale felt he had a stronger weapon than the fire. That very weapon aimed straight for his enemies, who were approaching from all directions.

“Dodge!” a knight cried out. “That one’s eaten dead mana! Get out of its way!”

Baaaaang! Bang!

The knight heard another dead mana bomb go off, plus what sounded like a branch gobbling it up, but he forced himself to ignore it as he rattled off orders to his underlings.

“Cut them with your aura smoke! It should be fine as long as you don’t touch them! Move in groups of two!”

He raised his sword, then slashed down. Whish! The branch coming for him was chopped in two; it withered and fell to the ground.

The knight’s eyes sparkled at the sight, and he shouted, “They’re easy to cut! Aside from the dead mana, they’re just regular plants! Their attacks aren’t that strong!”

The large branches were incredibly strong, in fact, but there were almost a hundred knights surrounding Cale.

Whish! Whish, whish!

“Cut them! Keep cutting as you move forward!”

The knight sneered at Cale, who was still shielded by branches, and continued his advance. The other knights followed his lead and pressed onward as well.

To them, Cale was a rat in a cage. He had been a frightening figure when he was commanding the black branches from the darkness, but he wasn’t as scary close up.

“We’ll pay you back for what happened in the battle with Whipper!”

The knights’ morale was soaring.

Whish!

They even cut through multiple branches using swords covered in aura smoke. The plants were ordinary plants. There was no need to be afraid.

A smile rose to the knight’s lips.

“…nemy!”

Hmm?

Imperial soldiers were yelling in the distance. Their cries got louder and louder until the knight could hear them clearly.

“It’s the enemy! The jungle has invaded!”

What is he talking about? The jungle and Rowoon are already here.

Before he could ask about it, a sharp noise pierced the night air—a siren was going off in the airship. Just then, the remaining two golems crumpled.

Boom! Boooom!

The knight whirled toward them, his eyes going wide. Bronze-skinned warriors flitted through the darkness, climbing over the walls and the destroyed golems. Clutching weapons in their hands, they came into the sector on foot or riding growling beasts whose eyes shimmered in the dark.

“Grr…”

“Growr…”

There were a lot of them. He could see something else among the group of warriors who were climbing up the tall wall.

A large black panther roared under the light of the moon and stars. Its big yet agile form soon sprinted toward one of the final falling golems.

“Ten!”

Ten crouched down when he heard his name, and a woman holding a large spear jumped onto his back.

None of the warriors storming in let out battle cries to raise their morale. They were carefully and stealthily creeping in. At the sight of the enemy wave rolling in, the knight gulped. Then he heard someone’s voice.

“Weren’t you aiming for me?”

The knight jerked his head back and saw Cale’s smiling face. The sight of Cale quietly smiling at him gave him chills, and then he heard another noise.

Shhhhhhhhhhhhhh.

The rustling of the leaves was much louder now, and Cale’s clothes fluttered in the gale. The knights rushing in recoiled, then slowly stepped backward.

The knight leading them shouted, “Retreat!”

Hundreds of black branches suddenly shot out from Cale’s position. Along the way, they grew bigger. Stronger.

The black panther, Ten, sprang into the air with a roar. A huge black branch surged beneath his paws, becoming a path for him to walk on.

A mage shouted from the airship, “The magic circles are ready!”

The alchemist in charge had veins popping out of his neck as he gave an order. “Immediately activate the magic circles! Kill Cale Henituse!”

The black branches around Cale wove together like spiders’ threads. Above the ground, in the air—their position didn’t matter to the branches as they intertwined to extend their path. They were heading toward a single place, directly beneath the airship: the palace.

Bang! Bang!

They also devoured dead mana bombs along the way. It seemed like nothing could stop them.

“Hurry up!”

The magic circles hummed to life as the alchemist urged the mages on. Both the circles and the magic stones above them lit up.

However, the alchemist on the airship grimaced. His eyes were fixed on the wall; someone was flying into the sky from beneath it. It was a woman whose hair was as red as the fire spells that the Empire had prepared.

Rosalyn was flying toward the airship with red mana swaying around her like a cape.

Damn it! Just how much did they prepare?!

The alchemist slammed a fist on the railing, and his gaze turned toward the person at the center of the approaching enemies. He could see another shock of red hair above the blackened ground of Sector 7.

Cale, the owner of that red hair, told the trees once more, “Grow.”

Keep growing. Grow to the point that the enemies will fear you.

“Stretch out.”

Stretch out endlessly. Move to kill the enemy.

His eyes on the thready path of branches, Cale commanded, “Charge!”

Ten bellowed as he kicked off the path and broke into a run. Ritana aimed her spear forward with one hand.

“Let’s go.”

Choi Han stepped on the branches that reached the north and dashed toward the center. The two dark elves followed him, as did Mary and Tasha. All of them were running along that black road.

They heard Cale’s voice once more. “All units, charge forward!”

North, south, east, west.

The jungle warriors, who were the most accustomed to treading over trees, raced across the branches—and they weren’t alone. Some of the citizens emerged from their hiding places and began climbing the branches that had been shielding their homes. Be it on foot or on a mount, the people of the jungle were speeding toward the airship.

“N-no!”

The alchemist instinctively took a step back when he saw all these people racing his way. He felt immense pressure, as if a black tsunami was about to crash down on him.

At that moment, the airship jolted with a loud creak.

“Wh-what the…?”

“We’ve been caught!” said one of his subordinates, pale-faced. “Sir, we’re caught!”

“What?!” The alchemist hastily looked down toward the bottom of the airship. Black branches had latched onto it.

Cale grinned. “Got you.”

Everything in Sector 7 was in his grasp.

Cale’s open palm clenched into a fist. As he did, a black branch dug deeper into the bottom of the airship.

Crack!

“No, this can’t be happening!”

The leading alchemist’s hands were shaking. He bit his lip hard enough to break the skin, but he didn’t have time to deal with the bleeding.

“Sir, it’s tilting!”

A bloodcurdling screech sounded as the airship leaned to one side. The alchemist gripped the railing to keep his balance as he glared at Cale.

Tap. Tap.

Cale began a slow march. The knights came at him like bugs drawn to a light, but none of them could reach him.

Shhhhhhh.

Cale took a step into the air. Black branches shaped a staircase for him, and he stepped onto the thready stairs of wood that he had created.

‹Human, are you going?›

He broke into a run. Swoooosh! The Sound of the Wind created gusts at the tips of Cale’s feet, propelling him toward the airship.

The alchemist, who had been watching with bloodshot eyes, barked out, “Activate the magic circle!”

The large magic circle, which had been ready for a while now, glowed brighter. A red force was gathering on top of it.

Then the alchemist waved his hand. Black mana covered his throat for just a moment, and his voice rang out to the Empire’s forces, amplified with dark magic. “All soldiers, cut through the branches! Aim for the enemies! Fire your arrows!” His words rushed out in a torrent. “Break into the homes and find some kindling! Burn all the trees!”

The soldiers who had been blankly staring at everything finally went on the move, lest they actually lose this battle. This was especially true for the regular infantry, who knew little about the dead mana bombs. What they had seen thus far was both awe-inspiring and terrifying.

But the soldiers still had to find a way to survive. They took out their weapons.

“L-let’s fight!”

“We need to go! We have to get to the airship before the enemies get there!”

The soldiers hacked through the branches and shot arrows at the warriors who were running across the wooden path.

The alchemist turned off his amplification magic and instructed, “Call in the knights. Get all the mages who aren’t handling the magic circle ready to attack!”


Perplexed, his subordinate thought, Call in the knights? Why?

Dropping his voice to a whisper, the leading alchemist said, “Throw the remaining dead mana bombs and magic bombs under the airship. I’m sure it will at least stop the branches and prevent the enemies from approaching. Furthermore…” His gaze turned to ice. “We lift off immediately.”

His subordinate snapped out of his stupor. He’d figured out why they were calling in the knights and leaving the soldiers behind. They would escape while the soldiers tied the enemies down.

The alchemist used amplification magic once more. “Resist! Hold them back until the very last second!”

The three most skilled mages who were handling the magic circle raised their hands. Rumbling echoed around them as flame shot up into the sky. This crackling flame, which resembled an open-mouthed snake, twisted as it rose ever higher. There was a tremendous pressure coming from it, as if it would burn everything in its path.

Thrilled, the alchemist looked elsewhere—at the red-haired woman smiling at him. This was the moment he’d had the mages prepare for. The alchemist pointed at her and said, “Launch the attack toward Commander Rosalyn!”

That was the signal. The mage trio’s flaming snake dipped downward, while the alchemists who had received the order tossed bombs out of the airship’s lower windows. They were throwing both dead mana bombs and regular magic ones. The explosives hurtled toward the branches that were clutching the airship, as well as the foes running up to it.

“Fire your arrows!”

The soldiers’ arrows zipped toward the jungle warriors. The remaining imperial mages cast spells that lit up the night sky, sending them all at Rosalyn. The leading alchemist’s eyes sparkled as he watched the volley of attacks.

“Yes! I’ll destroy everything!”

His original order had been complete destruction. It would be fine as long as the results were the same, right?

At long last, he heard the sound he was waiting for.

Baaaaang! Bang! Bang!

The bombs were exploding underneath the airship.

“We’re lifting off!”

The airship vibrated, slowly activating. Alchemists in the cockpit gripped top-grade magic stones as they prepared for liftoff.

Good, we just need to keep this up.

The alchemist turned and locked eyes with Rosalyn. Seeing her swept up in their attacks, he cackled. “Aha ha ha ha! Even if you are a top-tier mage, I’m sure you can’t block them all! This is the end for you too!”

He watched the ferocious flame snake avoid Rosalyn, surging toward the ground. Soon, all those trees would burn. Though his eyes were still bloodshot, he couldn’t stop laughing.

“Aha ha ha ha ha!”

Right then, the corners of Rosalyn’s lips quirked upward.

The alchemist’s laughter died in his throat, and he scowled. “Why are you smiling?”


At the same time, the Empire’s spells reached Rosalyn.

Baaaaang! Baaaaang! Baaaaaang!

Lights burst in the night sky like fireworks. Once the blasts ended and smoke rose into the air, the alchemist spotted Rosalyn curled up with a shield around her.

I expected that. Yes, someone of her caliber could defend against attacks from other mages. But she won’t be able to stop that flame snake after having to fend off all those attacks!

So he thought—and then his face went pale.

“Huh?”

The flame snake that had been heading toward the branches abruptly stopped.

“What the…? Why aren’t you attacking?”

He heard the voices of the mages behind him.

“Augh!”

“Ugh! Just what is—”

“Ghk!”

He didn’t hear voices. He heard screams. The three mages above the magic circle were crying out. He wanted to turn his head to look, but he couldn’t manage it.

“Unbelievable.”

He gaped at the burning snake. It had stopped in midair before changing directions. The snake’s maw, which had been aiming for the branches down below, was now pointed at a new target.

It was coming for the airship.

Is there a spell that can do that?

Someone then patted the head of the flame snake.

“Wh-who is that…?”

The alchemist could see a man with white-gold hair. He had a white-gold aura around his body and shone like a star. This was the man who had turned the Empire’s attack into his own.

“Rosalyn, are you all right?” he asked.

Rosalyn removed the shield, stood up straight, and nodded. She moved to stand behind Erhaven, the man with white-gold hair. She had played a support role today, which only made sense. A dragon, a being at the peak of magic, was about to take charge. Moreover, he was the oldest dragon on the continent.

Erhaven lightly snapped his fingers. That one tiny sound snuffed out the giant flame serpent. The devilish thing turned into gold dust and vanished altogether.

“H-how is this possible?!”

The alchemist shivered at the man’s tranquil show of power. Fear seized hold of him as he realized it wasn’t regular magic.

Just then, an explosion cut through the night.

Baaaaaaaaaang!

The airship jolted violently.

“Aaahhh!”

“Grab on!”

The alchemist whirled toward his subordinate, who hollered, “It’s useless!”

“What?”

What’s useless?

Despairing, his subordinate replied, “All of the attacks are useless!”

The bottom of the airship groaned and shook once more as his subordinate quickly recited the report he’d received. “The dark elves! They’re destroying everything and climbing up!”

The dark elves were blocking any dead mana bombs that the alchemists tossed down. They simply absorbed the dead mana and continued their rampage.

Tasha, who was soaked in black liquid and dead mana, shouted from the middle of the group, “Absorb it all! Show them the strength of the ones who really know how to use dead mana!”

Ritana and Ten were using the path the dark elves had created for them to attack the airship. The black branches never let up either.

The alchemist’s subordinate handed over the communication sphere, from which the others were reporting in. “Most of the jungle warriors are almost here too!”

“What about the soldiers? Shouldn’t they have stopped at least some of them?!”

The subordinate shook his head at the alchemist’s question. “Apparently, the trees are acting as their shields!”

“What?”

The Empire’s soldiers were shooting arrows or swinging their swords at the warriors climbing the branches, but nothing could reach them.

“Block everything,” Cale commanded. “Don’t let anything stop them.”

Cale’s orders reached all the trees in Sector 7. The branches and the Unbreakable Shield acted accordingly, and the shield protected the allied soldiers.

“We’re blocked again!”

“Curses! Those damned branches!”

The Empire’s swords and arrows couldn’t pierce the woven shield of branches, so the jungle warriors could charge on without a care. They were safe. That terrified the Empire’s forces. They had no way to pierce through, so all their attacks were useless.

This was the true power of defense.

Realization dawned on one of the Empire’s men, and he shouted to the leading alchemist, “Sir, it’ll be difficult to lift off because the bottom of the airship is stuck!”

Damn it!

The alchemist’s face turned white. That was when he noticed the gray sphere he’d received from his subordinate was glowing.

“It’s His Highness…”

Adin was reaching out him. The alchemist’s earlier order to contact the imperial prince had finally gone through.

He connected the video communication device with trembling hands. This rat in a cage desperately needed support.

The call soon connected, and he heard Adin’s voice. “How is it going? Why did you send an emergency call?”

“Y-Your Hi—”

“Come now, pull yourself together. Tell me what’s going on first.” Adin gently consoled the alchemist and urged him to speak freely.

“Y-Your Highness, w-we—”

And yet, the alchemist couldn’t get the words out. He could hardly get any words out, in fact. The sight unfolding before his eyes stole his ability to speak.

Screech! Screech!

That was the only noise that could be heard on the silent airship. The thing rising up from under it was making that sound.

Dark as night, it was a large bird made of black bones.

The black skeleton bird’s eye sockets flashed as it glared at the people on the airship’s deck. Someone stood atop it, his sword pointed at the Empire’s forces and glowing with a black aura.

It was Choi Han.

Crack! Fwoom.

Dark figures leapt onto the deck as the railing began to break. The dark elves, covered in dead mana, were climbing up the sides of the airship with their elementals. The large black panther and Ritana, as well as the people of the jungle, quietly climbed up too.

The dark figures who had crawled up from the bottom said nothing. They just stood there, leveling their weapons at the enemy.

“Why is it so quiet?”

Adin’s question from the video communication device echoed across the deck. All he could see was the face of the alchemist on the call. This was because the alchemist had connected the call in a hurry and was holding the device to his chest, so the screen showed only a close-up of his face. Adin had no view of the battlefield or even anything around the alchemist.

The prince’s voice turned to ice. “Turn the screen toward the battlefield.”

But the alchemist’s hands were still shaking, and he couldn’t move. “Y-Your Highness—”

All the alchemist could do was say Adin’s name. His eyes flicked toward the communication sphere. Although he could hear Adin’s voice, the screen was black. Adin was covering the sphere with a black cloth, either because he didn’t want to show his injuries or because he couldn’t reveal the strategy he was working on.

Nevertheless, Adin was likely staring at him right now through his screen. Knowing as much, the alchemist slowly slid his unsteady gaze next to the communication sphere.

It had happened in seconds.

A man was standing beside him. It was the mage with white-gold hair. The alchemist’s body stiffened as the man’s white-gold mana surrounded him. Only his eyes could move, so he watched as the mage smiled at him. He gasped. The mage’s eyes, which had been the same as any human’s, transformed into those of a different creature.

H-he’s not human!

An instinctive fear washed over him as Adin spoke up once more.

“Did you not hear my order?”

Adin was about to end the call in anger, since he could only see the alchemist’s stiff expression. That is, until a familiar voice responded to him.

“I can hear you loud and clear.”

The communication sphere shook, and soon a new face appeared on-screen.

“…Cale Henituse.”

Cale had been the last person to board the airship. After Adin called his name, he replied cheerfully, “I heard you lost your right leg and got a wound in your chest? I’m glad you somehow managed to survive.”

In contrast to his lighthearted tone, Cale’s eyes were colder than ever before.

He continued speaking to the dark screen. “Adin, let me take a look at your face. Are you really okay? I was afraid you died.”

Cale made it sound as though he was truly worried, but his bright smile instantly twisted into a nasty sneer.

He remembered what he’d told Adin last time. “I’ll definitely kill you myself.”

He wouldn’t forget everything the Empire—no, the imperial family and the black mages—had tried to do in this war.

Leaning in, he whispered, “It would be a shame for you to die like that, since you need to die by my hand.”

The smirk on Cale’s face seemed like a fitting expression for a lout.

Silence fell, brought on by the ferocity of Cale’s threat. That is, until one of them broke it.

“Ha ha ha ha!”

Laughter poured out from the communication sphere. The man’s spirited mirth fit very well with the refreshing coolness of the spring night.

“Ha ha ha!”

The one laughing was Adin.

“Whew, Cale Henituse. You really are…” Struggling to suppress another fit, Adin took a few deep breaths and said softly, “You’re one amusing person.”

He sounded almost cordial, like he was speaking to a close friend. Adin didn’t seem to mind Cale’s impolite speech or his threat, and several people frowned at the way he reacted. His blasé attitude only made it worse.

Rosalyn and Choi Han were especially displeased, since the imperial prince had surprised them several times already.

Rosalyn shook her head. No, that’s a pointless thought. What could the imperial prince, who’s in the Empire, possibly do from there?

She’d needlessly gotten anxious, but she shooed away her concerns.

“What is it that you want, Cale Henituse?”

Rosalyn, Ritana, and Choi Han flinched in unison. It was Ritana, the queen of the jungle, who first realized what Adin was trying to do.

Appeasement. The imperial prince was trying to appease his enemy’s leader now that his army was being held captive.

“I’d like to know what you’re after. I’ve thought about it carefully, you know. What does Cale Henituse want? Money? Authority? Fame? Power?” Adin spoke in his usual pleasant voice. “No, you don’t want those things, but you definitely want something.”

Cale stared silently at the communication sphere.

“You earnestly want something, like I do.” Letting out a low chuckle, Adin pressed on with a note of pleasure—or perhaps excitement—in his voice. “I know the truth. The world may call you a hero, but you don’t look like one to me. You’re not even a good person.”

What kind of nonsense is that?! Ritana instinctively stepped forward at Adin’s words, but Cale beat her to the punch.

“That’s right. What you say is true.”

Ritana’s gaze darted from the communication sphere to Cale. He was fixated on the device with an enigmatic smile.

“Right?” Adin replied. “I knew my judgment was correct. This time, I’ve set my own pride aside and given you some serious consideration.”

He slowly pulled away the black cloth covering the device. Swish. Then Adin, whose face had a fairly healthy glow, came into view. Nothing was visible except his face and the black wall behind him. His gold-tinged brown eyes met Cale’s dark-brown ones.

“Cale Henituse.”

Both of them were smirking at each other.

“You’re just like me.”

Like Adin?! Ritana took another step or so in spite of herself.

Cale was nothing like Adin. After she first met Cale in the foggy forest, he had put out the fire in Sector 1. He’d been righteous in all the time she’d known him. He was worlds apart from Adin, even though it couldn’t be claimed for sure that he was a pleasant person.

“You’re right. We are alike.”

Ritana stiffened. Cale had agreed with Adin once again; he’d acknowledged they were similar with his own mouth.

She glanced around. Some of those present, like Tasha, were just as confused as she was. Ritana gripped her spear tighter at the expressions on his companions’ faces. Even the enemies were taken aback. They seemed to be at a loss, given the friendly atmosphere between the two leaders.

Adin laughed again and proceeded to ask Cale a question. “So, what is it that you want? Can you tell me?”

Cale nodded. “Of course. It’s not like it’s something I can’t share.” He stared at the imperial prince, who was practically giddy over meeting a kindred spirit, and said bluntly, “I want to be a slacker.”

That was the honest truth.

“What?”

“I said, I want to be a slacker.”

I want to wipe out everyone like you and comfortably enjoy a peaceful world as a slacker. I want to loaf around and live a cushy life without hurting anyone else.

Cale was dead serious. It was a dream that he could confidently describe in front of anyone.

“Are you mocking me?”

“I would never.”

It was an earnest answer, far from mockery.

“Hey, don’t you know how hard it is to prep for the slacker life? Are you pissing on my dream right now?”

Ritana was rendered speechless at Cale acting like a classless delinquent for the first time ever. His usual noble charisma and elegance were nowhere to be found.

Rosalyn shook her head, whereas Choi Han and Erhaven were nodding in silence.

“Y’know, being a slacker is an even better gig than being an imperial prince! It’s been ages since I met a guy this similar to me, so I told you about my dream…but you’re dismissing it? Huh, big guy?”

Adin half scoffed, half sighed. “It seems you don’t plan to have a conversation with me at all.”

“Ugh, seriously. I’m being straight with you here.”

Adin’s glare grew ever colder as Cale thumped his chest in frustration. “Are you saying that the man who puppeteers everything from the shadows doesn’t want a single thing?”

“No, I told you I want to be a slacker!”

Why can’t this bastard understand?! Cale was genuinely frustrated, but everyone aside from his inner circle simply believed he was mocking the imperial prince.

The smile on Adin’s lips never vanished. “Yes, yes. I get it.”

“Good, thanks for understanding.” Cale nodded and said curtly, “Then sit tight and wait for me.”

His emotional display subsided after that. He took in Adin’s full image from the video communication device and added, “I’ll be there soon.”

Adin’s smile was still plastered on. “Sure,” he said, lightly as ever. “War is a battle against time, so you should hurry. Let me know if you find something you want. For now, I’ll leave you with a gift.”

Cale’s brows lifted. A gift?

The imperial prince lifted his hand to the screen. He was holding a small orb, which made a series of cracks as it began to break.

A tremor reverberated through the air. Cale glanced to the side, looking toward the source. One of the dark elves nearby shouted with wide eyes, “The magic stones! The ones in the cockpit are acting strange!”

The dark elves who’d entered the airship’s cockpit and restrained the alchemist pilots looked around anxiously.

Thrummm.

It was the airship’s power supply. The magic stones were vibrating out of control, radiating intense heat.

Cale scowled as Adin spoke up once more. “You know, I feel good when everything is in the palm of my hand. Didn’t I tell you that?” Adin laughed. “My order was to destroy the jungle.”

Could it be?

“I’m always prepared for any kind of situation. I make sure to keep in mind that my proud army might fail to carry out my orders.”

Screeech, screech.

Thrummm.

The magic stones continued to spew out heat, and the hull of the airship quaked.

Crack! Crrrack!

Cale heard the interwoven branches snapping. The branches that had entangled with the airship’s power supply units were being shaken off by the excessive movements. The whole ship was heating up, with no regard to whether it broke in the process.

The source of the heat and vibrations was the many magic stones in the cockpit. The magic stones served as the central control and steering mechanisms, as well as switches to activate all the devices on the airship.

Cale locked eyes with Adin. “Want to guess whether the airship has a self-destruct device?”

Rosalyn and Choi Han grimaced. No! They were reminded of what had happened during the battle at Myple Castle.

Adin didn’t care whether his own army died. The ends always justified the means.

It was Adin who’d brought Hont as a suicide bomber during the war against the Kingdom of the Whipper. He’d even pretended to dearly value the man.

What had he appeared to value most this time?

The airship!

Realizing as much, Rosalyn cried out, “We have to stop the magic stones!”

Thrummm.

Red mana rose up around her. She made a beeline for the cockpit, then frowned. “Damn it!”

Now that the self-destruct mechanism had been activated, the magic stones were violently rotating, quaking, and expelling heat in a way that was impossible to stop.

“It looks like they’ll explode if we touch them the wrong way.”

Rosalyn wasn’t confident she could easily maintain the volatile stones’ balance with her current magic skills. In the cockpit’s present state, the magic bomb that was counting down would immediately explode if one accidentally mishandled the magic stones.

“Ha ha ha ha!” Loud laughter rang out from Adin, and Cale turned his head to the side.

The alchemist in charge trembled, blanching in fright. He was rooted to the spot, too terrified to move. “Y-Your Highness… Y-Your Highness, I need to liv—”

“Ha ha ha ha ha!”

The alchemist’s plea to be saved was buried under Adin’s laughter. Overlapping his outburst was Ritana, who shouted, “Everyone, get down from the airship! Evacuate!”

Tasha hastened to add, “Follow Her Majesty’s orders! All dark elves, immediately call your elementals and move the people!”

Cale’s gaze slowly shifted.

“It’s a great gift, wouldn’t you say?”

The scowl on Cale’s face deepened. “You’re trash.”

“It’s always fun to see you so angry. You’re the one who ends up suffering and getting hurt every time.”

Cale’s actions reminded Adin of when he’d rushed to block Hont’s explosion. Adin believed that Cale would always be on the losing end.

“I’ll be waiting for you.”

“Son of a bitch!”

Cale trembled as if he couldn’t contain his anger. He was so furious that the communication device’s screen was shaking.

“Lord Cale! What should we do?”

“Let’s escape for now, Commander!”

Adin could hear Rosalyn and Ritana calling out to Cale. He donned an even more pleasant expression and said cheekily, “You can try saving the others like you did last time. Oh, is it a bit difficult to open up a shield for this? Good luck.”

What Cale did next made him crack up all over again.

Crack!

“Ha ha ha ha!”

The video communication device had been thrown to the floor. Cracks skittered up the sides, although the sound was buried under the airship’s tremors and the humming of the magic stones.

Only the sound of Adin’s laughter continued. He couldn’t contain his mirth at Cale angrily hurling away the sphere with a scowl on his face.

Crack! Crrrack!

Cale stomped on the communication sphere. It lost the visual connection, but Adin’s laughter didn’t stop. He continued to speak rather happily. “Your angry face is amusing, very amusing! Ha ha ha ha!”

Crrrack!

With one more violent stomp from Cale, the device broke in half, severing the connection completely. The imperial prince’s laughter abruptly stopped, cut from the call. There were no longer any other communication devices that could reach him.

Rosalyn winced at Cale, then approached him and solemnly put a hand on his shoulder. “Lord Cale…”

The airship heated up more and more as it turned into a bomb on the brink of detonating.

“I know you’re angry, but we must get everyone out now! I’ll also open up a shield so—”

“It’s fine.”

Rosalyn went quiet. Cale’s head was hung low as he stared at the broken fragments of the communication sphere, and her fretful expression changed to one of perplexity.

“Lord Cale…?”

She saw Cale slowly lifting up his head. He was smiling quite breezily, as if he had never been angry and his tantrum had been an act.

Wait, was it an act?

She withdrew her hand from his shoulder.

“He’s a bastard who doesn’t understand the value of things,” Cale said bluntly. “That’s why guys like Adin are wrong.”

“Excuse me?”

Rosalyn was bewildered by Cale’s sudden remark, but her eyes widened as his gaze moved in another direction, honing in on someone else.

“Wouldn’t it be nice if we could make use of this airship? It would be a waste to throw it away.”

Cale’s gaze went beyond the shaking alchemist who couldn’t move an inch. Even when the alchemist earnestly called Adin’s name, Cale disregarded him in favor of another being—one who was chuckling.

“Isn’t that right, Lord Erhaven?”

The ancient dragon, Erhaven, smiled at Cale.

“I’m sure the imperial prince thinks this airship is destroyed by now,” Cale told him, and Erhaven slowly raised a hand in response.

He recalled his conversation with the ancient dragon before this operation began.

“Cale Henituse, I’ll take care of the center, where the airship is. Of course, you humans will take all the credit.”

“Oh! Wait, Lord Erhaven.”

“What is it?”

“I’d like to repurpose it, if possible.”

“What a greedy fellow.”

He didn’t even need to say what it was he wanted: the airship.


Erhaven leisurely added, “Then all that’s left is for you to take it.”

“Right, so what should we do now?”

Excited at the thought of obtaining the airship, Cale was ready to put up his shield. In fact, he seemed ready to do anything. Rosalyn admired Cale, who coveted the airship, as she approached to help Erhaven now that she understood the situation.

Then Erhaven arrogantly tossed out, “No, I shall handle this.”

“Pardon…?”

The ancient dragon snapped, the crisp noise summoning a surge of white-gold mana.

Cale instinctively covered his eyes at the brightness. “Ack!”

An intense white-gold light burst forth from Erhaven. If only an ear-piercing blast had accompanied it, anyone would’ve assumed it was an explosion.

Cale stepped backward on reflex, his shoe lightly tapping the floor.


Psssshhhh.

There was a long hiss as Erhaven’s power turned something solid to dust.

‹Hey, human… As expected, Goldie is great!›

There was sincere admiration in Raon’s voice.

What? Cale slowly opened his eyes and looked around. Everyone who had taken a step or two backward, as he had, or sunk to the ground slowly opened their eyes one by one.

‹Wow!› Raon exclaimed. ‹Human, look at the sky! Wow!›

Immediately after opening his eyes, Cale saw the cockpit soaring high into the sky, along with the devices that connected it to the airship. The metal-lined cockpit crumbled to dust, while the magic stones within it flew high into the sky.

“Those magic stones will explode if you recklessly tamper with them and break the balance!” Rosalyn said, astonished. Yet Erhaven maintained the balance within the magic stones and sent them far away until they became specks in the sky.

Then, soon after…

Kaboooom! Booom!

A deafening explosion resounded overhead. The shining white-gold dust embellished the sky and fluttered back down.

“Th-that was no simple task,” Rosalyn said, bewildered. “Th-they were volatile magic stones.”

Unable to respond to her, Cale turned toward Erhaven instead. In front of him was the alchemist, who had fainted standing up. The ancient dragon was staring sourly at him, but when he locked eyes with Cale, he grinned.

“That was easy.”

It was easy?

“Maybe because I tried it before, long ago.”

How long ago was this? Five hundred years ago? A thousand?

Then Cale heard the voices of both dragons in his mind.

‹You really are a weak human! Goldie is super strong! I do think he overdid it…but he is a dragon, after all! He’s still got it! He’s the greatest being after me!›

Unlike the fuss made by the excited six-year-old, the other dragon’s remark was simple and heavy. ‹I’m a dragon.›

Cale’s lips twitched upward against his will. That’s a dragon for you, all right.

‹Hey, weak human! Can I steer this airship? Let’s go destroy the imperial prince!›


Cale broke out into a full smile at last as someone else spoke up in his head.

“I’m full.”

It was the glutton.

“I’ll leave the dead mana’s purification to you. You have to hurry.”

Cale turned his head. Sector 7 was completely filled with black branches. Then there was Mary, whose black robe dragged behind her as she climbed onto the airship.

Seeing those two things, he burst out laughing. “Ha ha ha ha!”

‹Are you excited about destroying the Empire, human? Me too!›

Cale bent over and laughed easily at the center of Sector 7 in the middle of the night.




Chapter 69:
I’m Hurt

 

IT WAS A JOY to laugh so freely. Cale kept on cracking up, with Rosalyn joining in and Erhaven chuckling to himself. Everyone else looked bewildered.

After one more loud laugh, Cale abruptly stopped, and his body pitched forward. He sucked in a sharp breath. Neither blood nor sound came out of his mouth.

‹What’s wrong, human?› Raon asked, concerned. ‹Are you okay?›

Rosalyn rushed to support Cale right away. “Lord Cale! Are you—”

Her gaze ceased roving over his complexion and shifted elsewhere, past his shoulder. The sky was brightening as night came to an end. The blue hue gave everyone a clear view of the black branches filling Sector 7.

Rosalyn bit her lip. Nothing in life is free.

Though the branches were interlaced all throughout the sector, they hadn’t destroyed any structures. They merely took up the space between the buildings, people, and the trees.

After taking in the scene for a few seconds, Rosalyn looked back at Cale and refocused on keeping him upright. His hands were pale, fingertips trembling. Rosalyn’s lips were trembling too.

“Lord Cale, you…”

Yes, Lord Cale always pays the price.

She gripped Cale’s powerless body to keep him from falling, but she wasn’t strong enough to hold him up on her own.

The two of them made eye contact, and she could see Cale’s eyes wavering. He was opening and closing his mouth as if he wanted to say something, but he couldn’t speak—probably because he had no strength to do so. He looked terrible, like he’d never been laughing moments ago. He looked wretched.

“Allow me, Rosalyn.”

Choi Han had approached them at some point and reached out to support Cale. Rosalyn sighed and was about to hand Cale over to him when someone else stepped in.

“Oh, Lord Erhaven.”

The ancient dragon held Cale up with ease. More precisely, he lifted him up and tossed him over his shoulder.

“Wait, Lord Erhaven! Mr. Cale is in a dangerous state right now!”

Choi Han’s startled shout reached both their enemies and allies—including Ritana, who’d been hurrying over.

“I’ll carry him,” Choi Han insisted, sorrowful and resolute. “It’s my job as his guard.”

Tasha wore a bitter expression as she shut her eyes tight and opened them again.

Is he crazy? Why is he carrying me? I’m not in danger!

Cale tried to fervently shake his head from his spot over Erhaven’s shoulder. Yet his body only trembled for a moment before his head lolled weakly.

Ugh, this is so annoying.

Cale was extremely irritated. He managed to open his mouth, but he couldn’t speak properly. He only squeezed out a few feeble words.

“I’m hungry…”

The ancient dragon could clearly hear that quiet voice.

“Tch, you poor bastard. It seems you’ve been possessed by a ghost who starved to death now that your vessel is better.”


Erhaven’s instant diagnosis brightened Cale’s spirits. Hooray for dragons! He truly did have a starved ghost possessing him.

“I’m hungry. I’m hungry because I used my powers.” The glutton was constantly nagging at Cale. “We used our power to make the branches grow. I have no strength left.”

Cale was bereft of strength and utterly famished. He felt as if he needed to eat something now, lest he become totally useless.

‹Human! I have a lot of apple pie!›

Cale ignored Raon. He’d eat it because a little kid was offering it to him, but he wanted something greasy.

“Bee…”

“Yes, beef.”

“Por…”

“Yes, we’ll get you some pork too.”

Ah, this is truly the wonder of experience. Admiring that Erhaven understood what he was trying to say, Cale lowered his head.

Rosalyn and Choi Han watched Erhaven, seemingly asking him to explain. The ancient dragon nodded and said, “Let’s finish things up.”

“Excuse me?” Rosalyn asked, confused.

Erhaven put a smile on his beautiful face. “We all need to finish our tasks, since the day is dawning.”

The wisdom of the old, Cale thought while he was slumped over. Erhaven was right to say that they needed to finish things up.

Just then, Cale felt someone patting his back.

“Get some rest, you unlucky bastard.”

‹He’s right, human! You should rest like Goldie says!›

No. Cale had the urge to shake his head again. No…give me some food first. I’m hungry, damn it.

Still, he obediently closed his eyes, resigning himself to sleep. There were talented people and dragons present, so they should be able to take care of the rest.

Cale instantly dozed off, so he didn’t see the looks on the faces of the jungle warriors, who were quietly thinking about the significance of their victory rather than cheering for it. As warriors, they had always lived difficult lives in nature. Every last one of them eyed the pathetically passed-out Cale at least once.

 

***

 

Ritana picked up her pace as she asked one of the dark elves a question. “Lord Cale has woken up?”

“Yes, Your Majesty!”

One hour. Cale had supposedly woken up after just one hour.

He passed out almost instantly, so he must be very concerned about the situation if he’s stirred so soon.

It weighed heavily on Ritana that Commander Cale was too worried to relax. She hurried toward the tent that Cale and his group were in. The palace was in a chaotic state, so they’d needed to quickly set up this tent nearby.

Along the way, Ritana caught sight of a figure in a black robe hunched over a black branch, placing her hand on it. Is that the necromancer? She wondered what Mary was doing crouching there, but she was in such a rush that she strode right past her.

“My stomach…”

Ritana paid Mary’s mutterings no heed as she reached the tent—but then her brows lifted. “Hmm?”

An unexpected sound was coming from behind her: the creaking of wheels.

“Ah, welcome, Your Majesty.”

The swordmaster Choi Han was pushing a cart heaped with food. Its scent matched the aroma of food wafting from inside the tent.

“Shall we go in?” Choi Han smiled brightly and led Ritana inside. She trailed in after him.

“Oh, Miss Rina!” Cale elegantly shoved a large hunk of beef into his mouth as he greeted her.

“Are you all right, Lord Cale?”

“Yes, I’m perfectly fine,” Cale answered as he continued to shovel food into his mouth.

Somehow, he looked classy while stuffing his face. Choi Han, Hilsmann, and Jack stood on standby, at his beck and call.

“Oh ho ho, looks like I need to give him a food allowance.”

At the sound of laughter, Ritana turned around. “Why, if it isn’t Prince Albert.”

Albert’s bemused face was projected on a communication sphere. “Hello there.” Addressing Ritana, he went on, “I heard word of your victory. Congratulations.”

“Thank you. We owe it to your assistance.”

“Not at all. Allied nations should help each other. I want to inform our other allies about this great news, but I cannot.”

“You haven’t told them yet?”

Ritana had delivered the news immediately to Albert through a dark elf. He was basically the central figure in their alliance, so she’d assumed he would inform the other leaders at Myple Castle as well.

But he hasn’t let the others know? Why?

As though reading her mind, he said, “Commander Cale prevented me from doing so.”

Commander Cale did what? Wasn’t he the one who was most adamant about being victorious and saving the jungle? Why would he say to remain quiet about the victory?

Ritana and Albert both looked over at Cale, who haphazardly wiped some sauce off the corner of his mouth and turned toward the two of them. “I’m currently unconscious and on the brink of death.”

“What?”

“Sorry?”

Rubbing his still-rumbling stomach, Cale took stock of their confusion. “The airship exploded, and I tried to defend against the blast with my shield. But I only managed to block part of it, and a portion of Sector 7 was destroyed in the process.”

The corners of Albert’s lips curled upward. “And you overused your Ancient Powers, so you’re unconscious and on the brink of death? Nobody knows whether you’ll pull through?”

“That is indeed the case.”

“Coughing up blood and shaking, like in that video from last time?”

“That sounds perfect.”

“Then Cale Henituse won’t be able to come to the battlefield for a while.”

Cale began to smile as well, then turned somber. “We found a spy in the jungle.”

He directed an apologetic look at Ritana because he had to talk about something that was both painful and shameful to the jungle. She nodded and motioned for him to continue.

“We can’t guarantee that there are no spies in Rowoon, Whipper, or any of the other allied nations,” he briskly added.

He’d never given thought to there being a spy in the jungle because he’d solely relied on what he knew from Birth of a Hero.

Cale now understood that the novel wasn’t the answer for everything, so he was moving according to his experiences as both Kim Roksu and Cale. He was sneaking around in the shadows, preparing to flatten his enemies.

The person most similar to him here immediately grasped his plan. “So you’re saying we need to trick both our allies and our enemies?” Without even needing to hear Cale’s response, Albert conjured up a rumor to spread across the continent. “Cale Henituse is teetering between life and death. Is that good enough? Oh, but I’ll claim that rumor is a lie and pretend to prepare to go to war with the Empire at any moment.”

If there was a rumor that Cale was hurt, but the crown prince insisted it wasn’t true…

“In that case, the Empire might fall for the deceit and believe you’re hurt.”

Rather than responding to the prince, Cale turned to Ritana.

“So,” she began, “Sector 7 was destroyed by the explosion and the fire, and Commander Cale was seriously injured in the process. That is the truth. Is that good enough?”

Cale smiled and nodded. Ritana really was a wily one as well. She had quickly determined what she needed to do.

“Don’t worry about information leaking out of the jungle,” she went on. “We’ll set up surveillance at the border with the Empire, in the sky, and anywhere else that might need it.”

“And I shall trick our allies and the Western Continent,” Albert said, then addressed Cale. “What about you?”

Cale heard the young dragon’s voice in his mind at that moment. ‹Human! We got a call from the Empire!›

There was only one place in the Empire someone would call him from: the capital. It was one of the little butterflies he’d planted there, reaching out at last.

‹It’s from the assassin who sculpted the rabbit that looked like the devil’s guard dog! She left a message!›

The assassin, Frizia, was currently responsible for gathering information under Ron.

‹It says, “Lord Cale, when will you be coming to the Empire? Sir Rex and Hana are waiting for you!”›

The fluttering of his butterflies’ wings would eventually whip up devastating typhoons.

Members of Cale’s information network were pretending to be priests in the slums, with Frizia serving as the leader. Rex the cat knight and Rei the alcoholic alchemist were there as well. There was also Valentino, prince of Karo. And finally, there was Hana, who didn’t know she was a real saintess.

His group was nestled in Adin’s and Arm’s own backyard without their knowledge. As for the Empire and Arm, they would only be expecting enemies from the outside, planning for resistance from Whipper, Rowoon, or the jungle. They would only be wary of anybody coming into the capital—but the enemy was already there. The sharp awl that was hidden in their backyard would stab them to death.

And I’m the only one who can move that awl.

Cale was the one connected to them. He faced the leaders of the jungle and Rowoon as he declared his role in the plan.

“I will destroy the Alchemist’s Bell Tower.”

Ritana closed her eyes, as if she’ been expecting this response.

“Both dark magic and dead mana are extremely dangerous on large battlefields, so I think it’ll be most efficient to move with a small group and strike at the enemy’s core.”

The efficiency of the plan revolved around Cale’s show of sacrifice, Ritana knew. He would pretend to stay behind, wounded, while actually going to the most dangerous place there was.

The crown prince has nothing to say about this either.

Albert was silent. Only he had the power to approve or deny Commander Cale Henituse’s plan right now, yet he didn’t make a peep.

Ritana opened her eyes and glanced around. She could see the look in the eyes of the people behind Cale; it was the resolve of those who would storm the Empire with him.

“Lor—”

Before Ritana could say his name, Cale coughed loudly. He seemed to be choking on something. Then he sprang to his feet.

“Mr. Cale?”

“Commander?”

“Lord Cale?”

As the others called out to him in shock, Cale heard the glutton say, “Looks like she’s trying to purify it now.”

The only things here to be purified were the black branches.

“One moment!” Cale shouted, then raced out of the tent. Someone was rushing his way. She seemed flustered, tripping on her black robe as she kept on running.

Soon, Cale was face-to-face with her. “Mary.”

The black robe bowed deeply. “I’m sorry, my lord,” Mary blurted out, sounding unusually rattled and not like a GPS as usual. Cale’s gaze flicked toward the branch behind her.

With her head down, Mary didn’t see it as she rambled on. She hadn’t wanted to cause a scene while Cale was injured, and she was taken aback by what had happened.

“I didn’t do it on purpose!” Tentatively, she admitted, “I just…felt oddly hungry. I was hungry, so…”

Her hasty response reached Cale’s ears, and he said her name again. “Mary.”

“I know, Lord Cale. I’m sorr—”

“You did very well.”

Mary’s head snapped up, and she found him smiling at her.

‹That smile doesn’t suit you at all, human!›

Cale disregarded the six-year-old dragon’s comment. “You said you’re hungry?”

He studied the black branch. There was a spot the size of Mary’s small palm that was no longer black.

“Yes, I suddenly felt very hungry,” she said, nearly mumbling. She was so flustered that the black robe was moving up and down.

Brimming with satisfaction, Cale gestured to the entirety of Sector 7. “You can eat it all.”

Mary took in the black branches—or rather, the dead mana—throughout the sector.

“It’s yours.”

She looked back at Cale.

“Do as you wish. You can do whatever you want.”

Cale’s gift had been delivered to Mary.

“Whatever I want?” she asked, her voice once more mechanical and steady.

Cale nodded. “Yes. I don’t care whether you take it all or share it with others. Do whatever you want.”

Mary glanced back and forth between Cale and the branches.

The glutton was talking in Cale’s mind as he watched Mary. “It needs to be purified. There’s a limit to how long the trees can hold it in.”

People had avoided the barren area around the man-eating tree in Henituse territory, though that spot hadn’t become desolate from dead mana. If the absorbed dead mana was left to fester in the trees here, the jungle would shrivel and dry up.

“Dead things that don’t return to nature and instead remain in the world cause issues for other life-forms.”

Just like the man-eating tree, there could be a negative effect on the surrounding area.

“Hmm?” came a voice from nearby. “Everybody’s out here?”

Cale raised his head. Tasha was peering down at them from the top of a tall black branch.

Now that the battle had ended, the dark elves were assisting the warriors in restoring the jungle. The elementals, with their various attributes, were quite helpful for the restoration projects.

“I, um, rushed here, so I’m glad I found you right away.” Tasha wore an awkward expression as she jumped off the branch.

Cale stared at Tasha instead of the quiet Mary. To be more specific, he was staring at the man behind Tasha, who wore a look of naked shock on his face.

Why is he here?

Cale’s gaze turned questioning, and Tasha smiled apologetically at him. “Well, once I reported the situation—”

“Oh! How could this be?! Oh, oh, oh!” The man behind Tasha cut her off and kept crying out in admiration.

Oh god.

Cale felt a headache coming on, but he had no choice but to get moving.

“This worthless fool does not dare to see such a revered being’s face while standing on two legs!”

“Mr. Mayor!”

“Grandpa! Please!”

Cale and Tasha quickly grabbed Obante, the mayor of the dark elves’ underground city, as he tried to kneel. Tasha’s grandfather was the same as ever.

‹That dark elf is doing it again!›

Cale didn’t have time to listen to Raon’s excited voice.

“Oh my goodness!”

“Come on, Grandpa!”

Tasha tried to stop him, but the dark elf mayor was astonished to see the person standing right outside Cale’s tent. A man with white-gold hair—Erhaven—had emerged, and he held the communication sphere connected to Albert in his hand.

Erhaven was the only one who’d spared a thought for the flustered prince when the others rushed out and forgot about him. He had also been quietly observing everything from a corner of the tent.

Obante, who was over five hundred years old, felt his mind go blank when he first sensed Erhaven’s cold presence.

Oh my! This lofty presence!

The other dark elves had never met a dragon before, so they couldn’t accurately pick up on the presences of Erhaven and the invisible Raon. Obante, on the other hand, had seen a dragon in the past, and so he immediately recognized Erhaven’s true identity. When he realized he couldn’t feel Raon, a chill ran down his spine.

Lord Raon has gotten much stronger!

Obante could tell that Raon had gotten much more powerful; unlike last time, he couldn’t detect Raon’s presence while he was invisible.

“Mr. Mayor.”

When he heard a low voice calling for him, Obante turned to see Cale Henituse watching him. He’s gotten stronger too. The presence of nature was flowing out of Cale. His elemental was circling Cale, unwilling to leave his side.

Has it been a year now?

Indeed, it had been about a year since their first meeting. Just what could have happened to Cale’s group during that time?

The war made them this much more powerful?

That was nonsense. Obante had to assume there was a different reason as to why their strength had increased. And although it was no doubt important, it was of little consequence to him.

His gaze swept over Mary, who was like a granddaughter to him. His thoughts turned to the Land of Death, as well as the underground city he governed. He recalled the cycle of fate that had been passed down for generations. That fate was finally beginning to manifest in this generation.

He peeked toward the dragon with white-gold hair, and the two of them locked eyes.

‹Ignore me,› the dragon told him.

Obante put strength into his legs and stood up straight.

Cale flinched upon seeing the way Obante was looking at him. Forget passionate—it looked almost manic. What’s up with this old man? The dragon fanatic’s fierce gaze made him shiver.

Obante put a hand on Cale’s shoulder and whispered in his ear, “I shall put everything on the line as well.”

What is he talking about? He just shows up out of nowhere and blurts out something incomprehensible?

Turning away from the mayor’s fiery gaze, Cale looked at Tasha.

“Ugh, seriously! Grandpa, why would you say it like that?!” Annoyed, Tasha told Cale, “I informed our mayor here about the dark elves’ battle last night. Then he said he had something to say regarding Mary and rushed over. He also has something to give to you.”

“What about Mary?”

Cale pivoted back toward the mayor, who gently called the necromancer’s name. “Mary.”

“Yes, Grandfather?”

Obante regarded Mary, who was responding calmly as usual, and thought back to when she was ten years old.


“I prefer the hurting necromancer.”

As a young girl, she had chosen necromancy when given the option of becoming a black mage or a necromancer.

“What kind of necromancer do you want to be?”

When Obante asked a question he hadn’t posed back then, Mary pressed her lips together. Obante was being too serious for her to give a hasty answer. Although he was goofy, he was the wisest dark elf in the world. He was also the kind grandfather figure who had opened up the path for her to become a necromancer.

Mary glanced over at Cale. She could hear Raon’s voice. ‹Good Mary! Answer however you want! I’ll even give you special permission to describe yourself with the words “great and mighty”!›

Mary’s mouth quirked up beneath her black hood. She had made up her mind about something during the last battle, when she fought against the tower master in control of Hont. It was like the author of the book she had studied from.

 

Well, you must simply be almost unrivaled in strength. Like me, the Death Sage.

 

Mary shared her thoughts with Obante. “An unrivaled one.”

She was hungry.

She’d become hungry after she saw the trees that were filled with dead mana. Hunger was the only way Mary knew to describe this feeling. She’d never felt this kind of greed or desire before; it was different than when she wanted only to see the outside world.

Her greed was a deep, dense mire.

Mary wanted to get stronger. That was the source of her greed, her desire.

She was hungry because she hadn’t yet reached the level she wanted to attain.

“I want to become strong enough that no one rivals me.”

Obante continued to gently question her. “Like who?”

Without hesitation, she said, “Like the Death Sage.”

That was the author who had taught her about the path to becoming a necromancer.

 

My dear disciple reading this book, I hope you become even stronger than I am.

 

Mary wanted to be like her.

Tasha was startled by Mary’s response. Obante had mentioned something to Tasha before she set out for the jungle, when he told her to protect Mary. “Yes, this may all just be nature taking its course. It is finally time for someone to receive the will of the Death Sage.”

She had then gone on to ask him who the Death Sage was.

In the present, Tasha automatically looked at Obante, but the old dark elf was fixed on Cale instead.

“The Death Sage.”

Obante procured a book from within his garments. It contained a tale that had been passed down only to the mayor of the underground city for generations upon generations. The story of the Death Sage.

“She is death itself.”

She had embraced death.

“She was the only queen of the dark beings.”

Both light and darkness were part of nature. She had been the first one to gather the beings who could only live in darkness.

“The Queen of Death.”

Cale recalled what the tower master had said during the battle when the dark elf mayor said that name. “The Queen of Death must be very sad. She would have been glad to see someone following the path of a necromancer once again.”

The Death Sage was the Queen of Death.

Obante pressed on with his explanation. “She was the one who turned the Kingdom of Karo’s desert into the Land of Death, one of the Five Wonders.”

The Land of Death was the only one of the Five Wonders with a person at the heart of the legend. It was a desert that had red sand during the day and black sand at night, and she had created it.

“She was the final necromancer.”

The sage, the queen, and the last of her kind.

“She was called the ‘Queen of Death’ because she was the only necromancer to overpower black mages.”

She had reached the zenith of darkness with overwhelming and unrivaled power.

“She was also the one who created a place for the dark elves to live.”

The Death Sage had created that large underground city called the City of Death, or the City of Life.

That triggered a memory for Cale of something the tower master had said. “I barely managed to get rid of them. The dark elves too. I thought I’d annihilated them all.”

The master of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower had assumed the dark elves were extinct. In truth, they lived beneath the Land of Death.

Obante smiled. “It’s a long story, but the black mages tried to kill the dark elves as well.”

“What?! Is that true, Grandpa?” Tasha asked, reeling.

Obante merely shook his head and told her it was ancient history. “The dark elves were responsible for making the underground city beautiful, but it was the Death Sage who originally provided that place for us.”

The dark elf closed his eyes, seemingly thinking about the story passed down to each mayor of the city. Why didn’t the dark elves hate humans, who despised them generation after generation? It was because each dark elf in charge of the underground city had said something to them for all those years.

Humans are similar to us. Do not hate all of them. There are humans who suffer as we do.

The dark elves couldn’t despise all humans, as it was a “human” who had provided them a place to live.

Obante faced Cale anew. “I will devote our full force to help all of you.” The old man’s wrinkled hand rested on Mary’s shoulder. “And we will help Mary.”

The Death Sage supposedly said something before her death: “The next Queen of Death can only be a necromancer.”

Obante couldn’t disagree with that, since dark elves, black mages, and other beings of darkness didn’t know the pain that darkness could bring. They were especially clueless about death. However, necromancers always kept pain and death close at hand.

“The position of queen can only be achieved by someone who has experienced everything, from the highest highs to the lowest lows.”

Obante reflected on the notion of fate. A ten-year-old child had escaped from a human city and run across the desert to survive. That girl had wound up becoming a necromancer with a grotesque appearance. Once that girl returned to civilization seventeen years later, dark magic reappeared in the world.

Many things Obante had never dreamed of had come to pass.

The dark elves were governed by a mayor. They didn’t have a monarch, unlike the Whale Tribe—despite the beastfolk being fewer in number. It had been too long for most dark elves to remember the reason behind this, but Obante knew. The position of monarch was already taken.

As Mary stared vacantly ahead, Obante patted her shoulder before giving the book in his hand to Cale. “This is the book about dark magic that the Death Sage left behind.” He had offered it to Mary along with the necromancy book when she was making her choice. “The Death Sage asserted that there would be different owners for this book and the one about necromancy.”

Cale accepted the black book, which bore no title on the cover.

“She also said that the rightful owner of this book would know it belonged to them once they read the first page.”

Obante was telling Cale to read this book, similar to how Mary had chosen the necromancy book after finding out what was in it.

His expression inscrutable, Cale opened the black tome. Fwip. He saw what was written on the first page.

Oh, would you look at that?

Cale grinned at the first phrase on the page.

 

Find the mirror.


 

That brought to mind the divine artifact known as the Condemnation of the Sun.

Chills ran down his spine. Cale started to wonder just how much of the story lay beyond the first five volumes of Birth of a Hero. How was everything connected? Maybe things had changed now that this was the “real world.”

As he read the next phrase, a vision materialized in his mind.

 

Pull out the sword.

 

His vision began at the center of the Empire—from the bottom of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower.

 

Hand it to your warrior.

 

Cale’s gaze shifted to Saint Jack.

 

Warrior, move forward without hesitation.

 

Then to Mary.

 

The Queen of Death will create a path for you.

 

The Sun God twins and the Queen of Death. Cale got chills as he thought about the image they would create in the Empire. They were the good kind of chills this time.

He could see the fall of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower, the tallest tower on the Western Continent.

Cale looked away from the black book, toward Mary and Obante.

“I am hungry,” Mary said, then corrected herself. “No, I wish to get stronger.”

There was only one response Cale could give to that. “Get started.”

It was time for purification.

“One day.”


A voice stopped Cale, drawing his attention. It came from the communication sphere in Erhaven’s hand.

Before hanging up, Albert said one last thing. “Delay your trip to the Empire by one day.”

Cale, who’d intended to head straight over after Mary was done, thought for a moment and nodded. “Will do.”

With that, the call ended. Cale took a look at his surroundings, where branches were woven together like black spiderwebs beneath the shining sun.

 

***

 

In front of Cale’s tent, Obante caressed a black branch. They’re enormous.

The black branches seemed to be endless. He could feel the dead mana inside them struggling to escape. There was too much dead mana for him to tell how much of it was contained within them.

Mary will become much stronger if she absorbs all this.

Of course, she wouldn’t be able to absorb all of it because of the sheer amount. Obante was disappointed, but there was nothing he could do about it. Strength was not something that could be infinitely obtained just because one wanted it.

It was like how there were tiers in sword arts and magic. It would be pointless for a beginner swordsman to have an aura. Everything was only in balance when one had just enough strength to match their level. Overindulgence, be it consumption or training, could do more harm than good. 

Thus, Mary’s reluctance both satisfied and worried Obante. Cale had told her to have all this dead mana, and that was why she was hesitating.

She’s probably concerned about taking all the dead mana for herself when the dark elves worked with her last night. Obante thought that it was very much like Mary as he approached her.

“Mary,” he said, and she looked at him. “We’re fine, so take as much as you want. No, as much as you need to be full.”

Behind him, Tasha and the other dark elves nodded. They had all gathered outside Cale’s tent at some point.

“Yeah, we have elementals too!”

“We already absorbed a lot of dead mana while we were purifying the black despair last night.”

“Mary, you can have it all! You’ve been through quite a bit in all those battles up until now.”

“That’s right.”

“You’re the most famous person from our city, and the one who worked the hardest! You deserve a reward!”

“Exactly!”

All the dark elves were in agreement as they urged Mary to absorb all the dead mana. Each one of them was at least a century old, so the struggling twenty-seven-year-old Mary was like a younger sister or a niece to them.

Mary’s gaze moved past the dark elves and toward Cale. He simply dipped his head, indicating for her to do as she liked. After seeing his stoic expression, Mary slowly stepped forward.

Tasha shouted, “All warriors, disperse!”

“Yes, ma’am!” came the chorus of replies.

The dark elves clambered back up the black branches as Tasha dished out more orders. “Go around Sector 7 and tell people to move away from the black branches!” Then she added, “Let them know that the purification is starting!”

As the dark elves moved out, they left behind the rustling of leaves in lieu of a response. Their voices echoed from every which way.

“The purification is about to start!”

“Please move away from the black branches!”

The voices grew fainter as they traveled farther from the tent, reaching all areas of the sector.

Mary took a deep breath at the sound of their voices.

As she did, Cale pointed to a certain spot. “Your mark is still visible over there.”

Mary walked toward the mark she’d made; she had accidentally absorbed the dead mana from it earlier. Once she neared it, she extended her hand.

The spring sky overhead was beautiful, but Mary couldn’t enjoy it because of the interwoven branches blocking it out. It reminded her of herself, in a way.

Mary placed her hand back on the palm-sized part of the branch that had been purified, then closed her eyes.

She was hungry, and she wanted to get stronger. Living with dead mana was painful and difficult, which was why Mary had chosen that path. Yet a voice kept echoing in her mind.

“Don’t hurt yourself to do that.”

She remembered the seriousness in Cale’s reddish-brown eyes, his feeble hand grabbing onto her, and the silver shield of the small dragon protecting her. These moments were only possible because she’d resolved to see the outside world.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Mary’s heart beat wildly in her chest. Joy and fear had her trembling.

Boom! Boom!

She was elated that there was so much dead mana inside the branches.

Boom! Boom!

She also feared the painful life of a necromancer, which would probably continue even after she absorbed all of this.

These contradictory emotions swirled within her. However, she knew it was impossible for only good things to happen in the world.

Oooooo.

Cale looked up. The black branches were shaking.

No, they were crying.


He dropped his gaze to Mary, who was wreathed in black smoke. It surrounded her like a shield. The sight was shocking, but the people around Cale couldn’t focus on it.

Ooooooo.

Oooooo.

Ooooooo.

The rumbling cries of the trees grew louder. These noises, which had started near Mary, spread to the far reaches of Sector 7.

“What’s going on?”

“What the…?”

Everyone in Sector 7 stopped what they were doing. The dark elves ceased urging people to move away from the black branches, peering at the wood beneath their feet.

Shhhhh.

The black branches were quivering.

Shocked, one of the dark elves asked, “It reached all the way here already?”

He looked around; he was at the northern end of Sector 7. The large branch he was stepping on, as well as the small branches around him, were crying.


“Just what is Mary trying to do?”

He turned toward the area around the palace, where Cale and Mary should have been.

All at once, the trees ceased their wailing. There was a rustling as the spring wind tousled the leaves. Amid the quiet, Cale observed Mary—or, more specifically, the tree she was touching. As she absorbed the dead mana from the wood, its black bark lightened in color. The small area the size of Mary’s palm had turned white.

When Cale received his first Ancient Power, the Unbreakable Shield, the black tree had changed color. It had transformed, becoming white, green, and beautiful.

Cale had been waiting for Mary to exhibit change. At last, he got what he wanted.

Shhhhhhh.

As the spring breeze stopped and the leaves went still, Cale’s entire body shivered. They’re all changing. With Mary’s hand as the origin point, the black branches were steadily turning white.

Ritana gasped, but Cale never tore his eyes from Mary.

Green leaves sprouted on the white branches she was touching, then began to spread.

A man from the jungle dropped the shovel in his hand. “What in the world…?”

The black branches, remnants of the recent battle, were turning completely white and filling up with lush, green leaves. It was a breathtaking sight.

The jungle citizens and the warriors who were restoring things to normal looked up in awe. The black threads covering the sky had vanished, leaving behind white threads that were even brighter than the sky.

The changes kept getting faster. North, south, east, west… The branches were quickly turning white regardless of whether they were by the palace, the business district, or the residential district.

Watching the spectacle, Tasha cried out, “It’s too fast!”

“Th-this large amount is dangerous!” Obante said, glancing around.

Mary was absorbing too much dead mana too quickly, which was dangerous for her. Growth was supposed to happen over multiple stages, so unleashing one’s greed spelled peril.

Tasha realized what was happening when she saw Obante’s serious expression. She faced Mary, taking steps closer to her. Then she could clearly see Mary through the black smoke surrounding her.

Her hand was shaking where it lay on the branch. Her black veins, the ones resembling spiderwebs, looked ready to explode. Her entire body was vibrating.

Tasha could see droplets falling from Mary’s hooded face, seeping into the earth. She had broken out in a cold sweat.

She’s overdoing it.

Tasha couldn’t let Mary get hurt. The necromancer had teetered on the verge of death since she was a child, and Tasha didn’t want to see her in pain anymore. Her hand snapped out to grab Mary’s shoulder.

“I can…”

Mary’s voice sounded from deep within her black hood, and Tasha’s hand froze in midair.

“I-I can do it.”

It was not her mechanical voice. It was a voice that was extremely shaky, but full of willpower.

Tasha retracted her hand, then heard someone else. “You remember what I said, right?”

It was Cale who’d spoken. Mary closed her eyes when she heard it.

“Don’t hurt yourself to do that.”

She remembered.

Mary could feel the dead mana flowing toward her like water. These things that were bound inside the trees were full of despair and sorrow. Though this wasn’t black despair, Mary could feel the souls of the people who had faced unjust deaths.

I’m at my limit.

Mary’s veins felt as if they would burst from the dead mana pumping through them. Her entire body was shaking violently. With her eyes closed, a cry from long ago flashed through her mind.

“Mary, keep running! Don’t look back, just run!”


It was her mother’s voice. Her mother had told her to run as she was dying from dead mana poisoning.

Mary had no memories from before she was ten years old. Her only memory of crossing the desert that night was of her mother telling her to run and the soft sand shifting beneath her feet. In this moment, she finally felt like she understood why: It was because of the darkness. Everything around her then had been pitch black.

They had been in the desert at night, when the sand turned black. She had also seen the black dead mana smoke. For that reason, when she closed her eyes and tried to recall her past, she could only conjure her mother’s voice and the sensation of stepping on sand. There was nothing else to remember about that day.

Mary bit her lip. Before, she’d thought she couldn’t enjoy the beautiful sky because of those black branches—but it was different now.

“Nice lady Mary! I’ll show you the night sky! The human will go with us too!”

“Haah.”

“Human, don’t sigh! Smile! Today is a good day!” 

She could feel and learn so many things because of the decision she had made.

These black branches… The black spiderweb… These veins that cover my body…

They could not hinder her from taking in the world.

Mary opened herself to the dead mana washing over her.

She accepted it all: the whooshing of the air, the sunlight shining through the cracks overhead, the earthy scent of the forest in her nose.

Her eyes flew open. She could see that the black branch had turned white, and she regarded the white tree as well.

I’m alive. I can take everything in even though my veins have turned black.

The black smoke around Mary wavered. The others took a few steps back so they wouldn’t get in her way.

Shhhhhhh.

The green leaves on the white branches rustled despite the fact that there was no wind. And once that rustling stopped…

Ooooooo.

Mary’s body sucked in all the black smoke, and it disappeared without a trace.

Silence settled over the jungle. Ritana tilted her head back, gazing at the beautiful white trees. They shone pure white, as if they were a gorgeous display created by nature’s blessing.

“Oh dear!”

At Cale’s shout, Ritana spun around. Cale ran in to hug the staggering Mary, who was trembling within her black robe.

Mary raised her head toward him. He could see her eyes through the mask that she wore to cover her face. Their corners curled up beautifully as she smiled. Unlike the black veins threading through her skin, they were crystal clear.

In her usual GPS-like voice, she announced, “I am full.”

Cale couldn’t help but laugh. Then he heard voices coming from the distance.

“The purification is done!”

“Purification complete!”

“Sector 7 has been completely purified!”

The dark elves were shouting as they ran toward them. All the people of the jungle they passed let out cheers of joy.

‹Human!› Raon said. ‹Mary is a good girl! She is great, mighty, and beautiful!›

Cale ignored Raon pointing out the obvious as he tried to support Mary. However, Raon wasn’t done just yet.

The dragon let out a short gasp of admiration. ‹Mary is really strong now.›

Yes, yes. She’d better get stronger after eating that much dead mana.


‹Choi Han will lose.›

Cale flinched. What?

‹Mary would probably beat Choi Han six out of ten times if they fought. Our Mary is amazing!›

Wow.

As Mary peered up at Cale, he gave her a thumbs-up.

 

***

 

The next day, Cale’s face was as creased as a squashed bread roll as he finished getting ready to head to the Empire after waiting a day on Albert’s orders.

“What did this damn crown prince manage to get up to in one day?” he spat, agitated.

Meanwhile, incoming emergency communications were sounding nonstop from his communication sphere.

Beeeeeep. Beeeeeeep.

“Human! We have another call!”

Raon began reading the messages as they were left on the device. The first two were from Tunka of Whipper and Bilose of Flynn Merchant Fleets, the latter of whom should have been in the Empire.


“‘Cale! It’s Tunka! Are you really dead? Please say no. Pick up!’”

After relaying one message, Raon launched into another.

“‘Lord Cale, it’s Bilose. I heard this weird rumor… You’re alive, right? I’m worried because I can’t reach you.’”

Even the crazy priestess Kage had left one.

“‘Lord Cale! My goodness! I threatened the God of Death and said nothing better have happened to you! You’re okay, right? Please give me a call if you’re all right. The rumor that you’re dead has to be a lie!’”

Cale got a few more messages after that. The one he found hardest to believe was the one from his father, Deruth Henituse.

“‘Pretending to be dead, huh? I support you, and I shall lend you my aid.’”

Cale rubbed his face with both hands. Why am I dead?!

“Human! We keep getting calls!”

This is driving me nuts.

Raon tilted his head in confusion. “Our human is still alive! Why are people saying all these weird things?!”

The young dragon giggled, as though he found it funny. Beside him, the ancient dragon was chuckling as well.

Scowling, Cale finally managed to say something. “It was the crown prince.”

What the hell did he do in one day?

The rumor about Cale being dead instead of hurt left him floored.




Chapter 70:
Where, Oh Where Are You Hiding?

 

“GREAT. I can’t reach him.”

Cale couldn’t get a hold of Albert, which only made things worse. It wasn’t that he was avoiding Cale’s calls on purpose; it just kept saying that his line was busy.

Just what the hell is he doing that’s keeping his communication sphere busy?

Cale shoved the issue to the back burner after leaving a single message. At the very least, he’d have an easier time moving if people thought he was dead.

“Raon, pretend to be me and send some sort of answer to the people who left messages.”

Snickering, Raon gave a cute nod. “All right, human!”

Cale got up and looked at the group inside the tent: Erhaven, Mary, Choi Han, Saint Jack, Vice-Captain Hilsmann, and Tasha. Rosalyn and Ritana were absent; they would stay behind in the jungle to restore it and make the rumor more believable. Obante would also remain there to help out with the dark elf warriors.

“Seems like His Highness has caused quite the stir,” Tasha said, walking up to Cale with a teasing smile. Mary followed close behind her.

Cale shook his head, exasperated. Tasha had smiled more and more each time he disparaged the crown prince. She’s making fun of us. Tasha relished mocking Cale and her nephew Albert.

Brushing it off, Cale turned to Erhaven. When their eyes met, Erhaven said curtly, “What?”

That led Cale to respond in kind. “A disguise, please.”

Erhaven heaved a sigh, rubbing his temples. “What an unlucky final year for me,” he muttered. Then he channeled his white-gold aura. “What would you like changed, and how? Just let me know.”


Oh? Cale felt as if he was facing a dragon’s true majestic nature and decided to thoroughly put this ancient being to work. He pointed to Hilsmann, Choi Han, and himself. “Give us brown eyes and brown hair, if you would.”

“All three of you?”

Cale nodded without giving much thought to Erhaven’s response. It would be best to stand out as little as possible because they would need to move through the slums and a few other places in the Empire’s capital. The Empire had a lot of citizens with brown hair.

“Yes. Don’t you think that’ll attract the least attention?”

“True.”

The ancient dragon snapped three times, instantly changing the color of their eyes and hair. He had a much faster casting speed than Raon, who expressed satisfaction with Erhaven’s work.

“You look like siblings!”

Cale turned his head. What?

“Why, my lord, our matching brown hair makes us look like brothers!” said an oddly excited Hilsmann. “Ha ha ha ha! I am the great and mighty Shield Lor—”

“Enough,” Cale snapped, shutting Hilsmann up. He didn’t know what this punk had been up to, but all the people of the jungle who had been with Hilsmann were giving him weird looks.

Cale pivoted away from Hilsmann and faced Choi Han, who was silently gazing in a mirror and touching his hair.

He probably never dyed his hair, since he came here during his high school years.

Cale rose from his seat. “Lord Erhaven.”

“What is it?”

“Teleportation, please.”

Erhaven let out another deep sigh, stood up, and created a teleportation circle.

“Say, Lord Cale?”

Cale, who was watching Erhaven work, turned toward the person who’d called for him. It was Saint Jack.

“Is it fine for me to go as I am?”

“Yes, it’s fine.”

“I see.”

Jack slowly stepped back after he heard Cale’s response. He had spoken much less ever since the battle at the jungle; he seemed to have a lot on his mind. He had become even quieter after Cale told him about the first page of the dark magic book.

After studying the pensive saint for a moment, Cale touched his inner pocket. Now, what to do with this book? Obante had said that the owner of this magic book would know it belonged to them after reading the first page.

Well, that’s none of my business.

Cale had taken the book even though he didn’t think he was the owner, and there was a simple reason why. It has information I need right now, so I can’t let anyone else have it. Aside from the first page, it was an exceedingly ordinary manual about how to become a beginner black mage.

“Lord Cale.”

This time, Mary had called out to him. He looked over at the black-robed figure squirming with an air of hesitation, then glanced at Hilsmann and Choi Han.

“You don’t need to disguise yourself,” he told her. “Let’s just change the color of your robe later.”

It was impossible to use appearance-altering magic on necromancers. That was why they had to live without hiding their spiderweb-like veins.

Mary shook her head. “That’s not it…”

Cale cocked his head to one side, peering at the black hood. It’s not that? Then what is it?

Mary dithered for a moment before asking her question. She had been talking less mechanically these days. “Do you think that the Queen of Death…that I will be important in the Empire this time?”

That was it?

Cale dipped his head, at which Mary’s hands clenched into loose fists.

Between the Death Sage, the Queen of Death, and the Underground City, she had heard too much information from Obante. She hadn’t been able to think about it yesterday because she was busy absorbing the dead mana, but she had a lot on her mind now that she was about to go to the Empire and encounter dark magic.

Mary listened closely to what Cale was saying.

“When have you not been important?”

Her hands relaxed at that.

Thus far, Cale hadn’t deemed anyone insignificant during the battles. Why is she asking something so obvious? Aren’t we all here because everybody played a part?

He couldn’t believe that someone who could now even defeat Choi Han was saying such a thing.

“And what does the Empire have to do with the Queen of Death?”

Some of the information in the dark magic book about the Queen of Death had helped him come up with a new plan, but not much else. Watching the unresponsive necromancer in her black robe, Cale thought back to yesterday, and the things Obante had shared with them.

Then he nonchalantly added, “Do you want to become the Queen of Death?”

Mary thought about the figure who had pretty much been her teacher. The one she knew as the Death Sage was also the Queen of Death. That was the person who needed to understand everything about the darkness attribute, to suppress dark magic, and to rise to the zenith of those who wielded darkness. Such a person had written the book she learned from, and Mary hadn’t known anything about it.

Do I want to be that kind of person?

“No.”

I do want to be unrivaled in strength, though.

Mary shook her head.

“All right,” Cale replied with a nod.

Tentatively, she asked, “Is that okay?”

“Of course it is,” Cale answered without hesitation.

True, the Death Sage had enabled Mary to become a necromancer, but hadn’t she already done enough to satisfy her teacher? Besides, what more did you need in life beyond saving others?

Cale casually waved a hand. “Just take Mr. Mayor’s story and think, ‘Oh, such things used to happen.’”

It was coming from a dark elf who was even more dramatic than the rest when it came to dragons and legends. Smarter for her to take only what she needed from them.

Mary’s fingers fidgeted under the robe. Tasha patted her shoulder and said, “He’s right. That was the first time I heard the tale from Grandpa myself. It is an old story, a very old story. Not to mention one passed down to the mayors and nobody else.”

Tasha recalled the legend of the necromancer who died during the final battle in the Land of Death. Then she thought about how her grandfather had said that Mary had carried on that person’s power. There was only one conclusion she could draw from it all. I’m sincerely grateful for the things the Queen of Death did for us, but I can’t let Mary become like that, only to die with everybody attacking her.

That was the one thing on her mind. Perhaps it was selfish and awful of her to pick Mary over saving the world, but she couldn’t help it. Why else had she made such a fuss in the mayor’s office so Obante would help her nephew, who’d been left alone in the palace? Why was she helping Mary now? Whatever anyone else thought, Tasha just wanted to live happily with them.

She smiled brightly and waved her hand like Cale had. “Who cares about all that now? Let it go in one ear and out the other.”

There was no reason to burden a young woman who’d worked so hard already by talking about a queen or what have you. That was Tasha’s belief.

Mary remained silent for a moment, then nodded. “I just like our city,” she said, her mechanical voice returning. “I like my neighbors as well.”

Cale nodded right along with her. He thought that the underground city was a nice place too—very much so.

“That’s right! The underground city is great!”

Raon flew over, fluttering his wings next to Mary.

“Our house is great too! Mary, you can’t become queen!” His tone was stern as he went on, “Look at the crown prince! Rulers are busy! The good Mary still has many things to see with me! You promised to see them with me!”

“You’re right, Lord Raon. This may be a different kind of monarch, but I still have so many things to see and do with everyone.”

The black hood bobbed up and down more vigorously than ever. Mary had numerous aspirations, as well as her own future to look forward to.

“I want to stop them from creating despair with their dark magic. As much as I can.”

“That’s right! I agree with you!” Raon seemed excited as he took a piece of apple pie out and handed it to her.

“We will destroy the Alchemist’s Bell Tower.”

“Yup! You’re so smart, Mary!”

Cale shook his head at the giddy Raon, sighing. Then he made eye contact with Erhaven. The ancient dragon had long since finished activating his magic. Taken aback and frankly offended, he stared at Cale with a look that said, Are you really making me wait?

Clearing his throat, Cale hurriedly said, “It’s time to head to the Empire.” He then strode up to the teleportation circle. As Mary joined his side, he whispered to her, “Do you want the dark magic book?”

“I do not need it, Lord Cale. I am already great and mighty.”

Before the teleportation spell blurred their surroundings, Cale caught sight of her standing tall and proud.

“That’s right! I, Raon Mir, am great and mighty too!”

Cale let out a dumbfounded chuckle as they teleported to the Empire.

 

***

 

No sooner had Cale arrived than someone grabbed him by the arms.

“L-Lord Cale…”

What’s wrong with him? he thought, flustered by the shaking hands gripping him.

“M-my lord, it’s you…”

Still, it made sense soon enough.

“Long time no see, Bilose.”

The one to greet Cale was Flynn Merchant Fleets’ bastard son, Bilose, who resembled a piggy bank. Rather than teleporting to the Empire’s slums or Valentino’s home, Cale’s group had come to Bilose’s secret residence—and just earlier, Bilose had left Cale a message asking if he was really dead.

“Everything’s all right,” Cale assured him. “Didn’t you see my message earlier?”

Of course, Raon had been the one who actually sent it.

“I’m not hurt. It’s all just gossi—”

“That’s not it!”

Hmm? Cale regarded Bilose anew, confused by his outburst.

Bilose explained himself with an extremely concerned expression on his face. “Well, in the last message, I heard you were coming to capture the imperial prince. You said you would, ahem, destroy the Bell Tower.”

That Raon Mir… It was now blatantly obvious what Raon had said to Bilose.

Before Cale could express his displeasure, the merchant added, “But something’s weird!”

Weird? What’s weird?

Cale stared at Bilose, urging him to say more. Out of all Cale’s allies, this man had the most information about the Empire.

Then Bilose blurted out, “He’s not in the capital!”

Huh?

“Lord Cale, the imperial prince—only the imperial prince—is nowhere to be found in the capital!”

What the heck? Cale’s mind went blank. He’s not there?

Cale jerked his chin at Bilose. “Explain.”

He hadn’t had an opportunity to learn more about the Empire. It was now time to listen carefully.

 

***

 

“So, you’re telling me…” Cale began, sitting on a sofa. Bilose had guided him to this room prior to relaying everything he knew. Now that Cale had heard it all, he was getting an idea as to the current situation in the Empire. He summed it up in one sentence. “The information in the capital is being controlled right now.”

He brushed back his hair, which had been magically dyed brown.

“Yes, Lord Cale. That’s why imperial soldiers are undercover and monitoring me, as well as the houses of other merchants in the Empire.”

Bilose thought about the Flynn Merchant Fleets building and his other residence, which was publicly known as his official home—as opposed to this secret house. There were people he believed to be imperial soldiers and even knights stationed undercover to watch his every move.

Cale reflected on what Bilose had just explained to him. “Furthermore, there are more guards posted at every gate heading into the capital.”

The true reason for the increased number of soldiers was to control the flow of information, but the regular citizens would simply assume they were doing it to prepare for war.

“It seems they’ve already captured many merchants from other nations.” Swallowing hard at Cale’s stoic expression, Bilose went on, “Any communication devices not belonging to the imperial family or the nobles have been confiscated as well. The official communication sphere belonging to our Flynn Merchant Fleets branch has met the same fate.”

“Aren’t there others like you with devices they use in secret?”

“Yes, sir, I’m sure there are. I believe at least a few people aside from myself know about the situation outside the capital.”

Cale singled out the most important thing in what Bilose just said. If they controlled the gates, the merchants, and the communication devices, the result would be…

“The capital’s citizens probably don’t know a thing about the state of the military.”

Bilose nodded somberly. “That’s right—and the ones who do know can’t speak on it so easily.”

“Because they might be captured?”

“That’s right.”

Thinking of Adin, Cale spat, “Trash really is trash.”

That was enough to startle Bilose.

Tasha, who was next to them, chimed in, “Then the citizens must truly know nothing right now.”

Bilose nodded at her. “Yes, the only thing the imperial family said was that the war would last longer than expected.”

He turned over the details of the current situation in his mind. News of a longer conflict caused the citizens to gather together in the capital every day, hoping that the Empire would win and that Adin would save them.

“Most people don’t know about the Empire’s defeat, how the imperial prince and the nobles ran away, or the resurgence of dark magic.” Bilose ventured a glance at Cale. “Sir Rex, Frizia, and I have focused on figuring out the current state of things rather than spreading the truth.”

It would’ve been bad if any of them had been captured while blabbing about the truth, especially in Cale’s absence.

“Then what do you mean by the imperial prince not being here?”

Bilose looked toward the source of the voice. Choi Han, standing there with brown hair, was watching him.

The merchant cleared his throat before resuming his explanation. “You should already know that I have connections for the purchase of goods for the soldiers.”

The group nodded in tandem. That was how they had known when the imperial prince would head to the Kingdom of the Whipper and how large his force would be.

“I was able to figure a few things out using those connections.” Bilose lifted up one finger. “First, the influx of goods to the imperial palace has abruptly increased since the prince’s group fled from their battle with Whipper.”

“So they suddenly had a lot more mouths to feed,” Choi Han deduced, drawing Bilose’s attention.

“Precisely.”

“In that case, the nobles, mages, knights, and other leaders who ditched along with the imperial prince are most likely staying in the imperial palace.”

He’s very smart. Bilose conveyed his agreement, then pressed on. “Second, the amount of goods heading to the imperial prince’s palace and the imperial family hasn’t changed since he first went to war.”

The amount of goods going into the imperial palace had increased, while the personal goods for the imperial prince and his family had stayed the same.

Choi Han’s brow furrowed. “That alone doesn’t prove that the prince isn’t in the capital.” He paused, then added, “In fact, it’s probably more likely that he’s hiding with the others in the imperial palace.”

Bilose nodded. “I thought the same at first. But, Choi Han, sir…”

“Yes?”

“Didn’t you say you injured the imperial prince?”

“I did. Why?”

Bilose revealed the final piece of information. “Third, the imperial doctor has left the imperial palace and disappeared.”

His mention of the imperial doctor had Choi Han even more perplexed.

The merchant hastily continued, “Sir Rex, Frizia, and I tried to find out where the doctor went after we heard from our information network that he and his students had departed the palace.”

It had been the night after Jack set out for the Kingdom of the Whipper’s battlefield. Bilose had stealthily tailed the doctor on his way out of the palace.

“Of course, we weren’t all that adept at it, so we had to follow at quite a distance. We couldn’t see everything, but…” Bilose recalled what he witnessed outside the palace. “The last thing we saw was the footprints and carriage tracks outside the capital’s northern gates. We believe they belonged to the doctor and his students.”


Choi Han and Tasha frowned. The imperial prince had been seriously injured, and the Empire’s best healer had headed north out of the capital.

“Two of Frizia’s subordinates are following the carriage tracks north. One of my mages is with them as well, so they can check in as often as possible.”

Impressed, Tasha said, “You’ve done well even though I’m sure there’ve been a lot of restrictions in the capital.”

Bilose had been as flexible as he could with the limitations he was under.

After complimenting him, Tasha chewed her lip. “Do you think the imperial prince headed north, then?” That seemed quite likely based on the information, but she hesitated. “I doubt that’s the case.”

Her intuition, which she’d honed for centuries, was telling her that it was wrong. As she mulled it over, she looked up—only to meet Choi Han’s gaze.

Realizing he felt the same way, she went on, “I believe the imperial prince is still here.”

She had a strong hunch that Adin was in the capital.

That was when the silent one among them piped up. “Bilose.”

“Yes, Lord Cale?”

Cale smiled. “Let me tell you something.”

Getting whiplash from the stark change in atmosphere, Bilose blurted out, “Sorry…?”


Cale paid his reaction no mind. “There’s something I’ve been curious about for a while. Do you know what it is?”

“I’m not really sure?”

Cale truly was curious about something, even more so after seeing the golems and the dead mana bombs in the jungle.

How many people must have died because of the Alchemist’s Bell Tower for them to have this much dead mana?

An emotion beyond anger bubbled up within him.

“The Alchemist’s Bell Tower forcibly enslaved the people from the slums and citizens of other kingdoms and brought them here, right?”

“Yes, Lord Cale.”

Even the citizens of the Duchy of Guiller in Rowoon had been enslaved and almost sent to the Empire by an imperial merchant guild to be used as test subjects.

Then all those people who were captured as slaves…

“How did they enter the capital?”

Did they openly bring them in through the gates and deliver them to the Bell Tower? Were they brought in with teleportation magic? That many people, especially when it lasted over dozens of years? Also, I don’t really want to say this, but…

“How did they hide the bodies?”

Choi Han and Tasha jumped up. Jack clasped his shaking hands together.

“Lord Cale, are you thinking…?!” Bilose’s voice fell away.

The thought on all their minds was flowing out of Cale’s mouth.

“Don’t you think that there’s a secret passage leading out of the capital?”

He contemplated his call with Adin. He had only seen black walls and Adin’s face, but the prince’s complexion had been good. He didn’t seem hurt at all even though Choi Han’s sword had cut right near his heart.

“The imperial prince is probably getting healed at the place he thinks is safest for him. Where might that be?”

Someone else who’d been quiet all this time spoke up as well. “The Alchemist’s Bell Tower,” Mary said.

Cale nodded. “The safest place is where the tower master is.” He rose from his seat and gave an order to Bilose. “To the northern gate. Take me to where the tracks ended.”

Bilose stood up, searching Cale’s frigid gaze. As he did, he heard Cale speak again.

“Tell Frizia to have her subordinates cautiously continue tracking the carriage.”

Cale thought about Adin, who treasured his life more than anything. Would such a bastard leave the place where he has the most influence? Would the one who wants to control everything leave his bedroom empty? What if someone else took it over? Would he also leave the Bell Tower behind?

“Looks like the chances of that carriage being empty are very high.”

The carriage was most likely a trick—bait Adin had set out in the hopes of catching foreign spies like Bilose. Of course, Cale could have been wrong.

“Tell them to observe it from as far away as possible.”

“Sh-shall I do that now?”

Just as Bilose was hesitating, his communication sphere blared with an urgent call.

Beeeeeeep. Beeeeeeeep.

He hurried toward the door to summon the mage who was waiting outside the room. Before he reached it, someone loudly snapped their fingers. White-gold mana surrounded the communication sphere, and the call immediately connected. Frizia’s face appeared on the screen.

“Lord Cale! You’re here!”

Frizia, the assassin who sculpted the rabbit that resembled the devil’s guard dog, was the leader of Cale’s information guild under Ron.

Briskly, she said, “I’m not sure if you heard yet, but my subordinates have found the carriage.”

“And?”

“There were only regular soldiers wearing healer outfits inside. The imperial doctor wasn’t there.” She hastened to add, “My subordinates were discovered by the soldiers and knights and are currently on the run.”

“So it really was a decoy?” Bilose mumbled. “A trap?”

“Do you think they can get away safely?” Cale asked her. “If not, I can send someone over.”

“It doesn’t look like they’ll get caught. Bilose’s mage is with them, and we plan on sending reinforcements if they’re in danger.”

Cale started tapping on the table that the device was sitting on. “You’re in the slums?”

“I am.”

“I’ll send Vice-Captain Hilsmann and Saint Jack there, so stay there with Hana.” Cale glanced over at Choi Han, Tasha, and Mary, who’d sprung to their feet. “Also, tell Sir Rex to come support us here. Have him bring as many video recording spheres as possible.”

“Understood, my lord!”

The call ended, and silence settled over the room.

Choi Han was the one to break it as he turned to Cale. “The Alchemist’s Bell Tower?”


Cale wanted to summon the cat knight, Rex, who remembered some of the tower’s layout after escaping from it in his youth. Then he’d requested spheres that could record anything. Not just one, but a lot of them.

Understanding his plan, Choi Han asked for confirmation. “Are we infiltrating the Bell Tower?” When Cale nodded, Choi Han followed up with another question. “What are you planning to do with the recording spheres?”

“What else? We have to discreetly install them throughout the capital.”

Cale thought of Hont and the golems, two weapons the Empire used in its battle with Whipper. The explosion had been strong even though it had happened on a wide plain. It had also packed enough power to potentially blow up Sector 7 of the jungle.

What would happen if a battle started in the Empire’s capital, where the entryways were under strict control? The golems and dead mana bombs were gathered here. Would the conflict only happen around the Alchemist’s Bell Tower?

Cale addressed his audience. “The people need to evacuate.”

He had to inform the citizens of the Empire’s capital about the danger and have them run.

“It might be the most terrible battle of all time.”

Something even worse than a golem might appear. You always had to prepare for the worst.

“There’s something we need to do as we prepare to strike the Bell Tower.”

He couldn’t give the imperial prince, who didn’t care about the lives of others, the option of taking people as hostages again.

“Destroy the walls and gates surrounding the capital, then assist in the evacuation.”

They had to make it so that everyone could run. So that they could see the battle between Cale’s side and the imperial prince through the destroyed perimeter.

But there’s plenty more to prepare before that too.

Cale went down a mental list of everything he needed to attend to. Chief among them was a way to overwhelm his enemies while minimizing casualties. The gears in his mind turned without stopping.

Choi Han watched him for a while, then blinked once and nodded. It was so like Cale to think about the Empire’s citizens. “I understand.”

“Lord Cale,” Bilose said tentatively, “how do you think we can find that secret passage?”

Cale’s gaze slowly slid to the side, prompting the recipient to sigh and shake his head. “It’s a problem indeed to be too great and mighty.”

Erhaven got up from his seat.

‹I’m here too, human!› Raon shouted excitedly in Cale’s mind.

To the waiting Bilose, Cale said nonchalantly, “First, take me outside the northern gate.”

Where could Adin be hiding? Once Cale found that out, the prince would lose everything he had.

Cale, who had become the seeker in this game of hide-and-seek, broke into a grin.

‹Wow, human! You haven’t smiled like that in a while!›

Erhaven sighed again. “You unlucky bastard.”

Cale, for his part, didn’t acknowledge either one of the dragons.

 

***

 

On the road leading to the north gate, Cale scanned his surroundings.

‹Human! There are soldiers pretending not to be soldiers everywhere!›

While the capital marketplace was loud and lively, Raon glimpsed people he suspected were soldiers and knights as his eyes flicked between the market road and the north gate.

‹Everyone looks happy except for the ones in disguise! Their expressions don’t look good! They’re stiff!›

Probably so.

Cale fully understood the fearful hearts of the disguised imperial soldiers, who were surveying the market from various posts in the capital. The peculiar atmosphere resembled the calm before a storm.

He glanced over his shoulder at Choi Han, Mary, Tasha, and Erhaven, who were following him at a distance. Then a thought occurred to him. “Oh.”

There weren’t any disguised soldiers too close to the noisy market yet, so it was a good place to talk comfortably.

“How did you hear the news about me?” he whispered to Bilose, whose eyes darted around in response.

That damn crown prince! Cale wondered what Albert Crossman could possibly have done to rattle Bilose so terribly. How the hell did he spread the rumor?

“About that… The news came from the north.”

Huh? The north? Wait a second. He probably doesn’t mean the northern part of the Empire.

“The northern region of the continent?”

Bilose nodded solemnly. “Indeed. Starting last night, the news has been secretly spreading among the merchants from the north, and now a good number of people know it. The news will probably reach the people of the Empire soon.”

Cale made a bizarre face at that. Only one man came to mind when he thought about the north. And that guy still hadn’t contacted him, now that he thought about it.

“I wouldn’t have believed it if this rumor had come from the Empire or Rowoon.” Bilose shuddered, as though merely thinking about the gossip disturbed him. “Word had it that the northern alliance, which was defeated by Rowoon, was preparing another attack in response to Commander Cale Henituse’s absence, so I couldn’t help but be worried.”

Cale’s expression got stranger and stranger still. “My absence?”

Bilose spoke with difficulty, as if the news he’d heard about Cale was gruesome. “Yes. I heard that you vomited blood and…and that you couldn’t steady yourself because of your shaking limbs.” He eyed Cale with worry. “I heard your condition resembled that of people who possessed multiple Ancient Powers in the past, leading to collisions inside their bodies, which in turn resulted in… Um, I heard that there was a history of a lot of these people dying. That can’t all possibly be true, right?”

“Mm-hmm, it’s true.”

“Excuse me?”

Bilose’s piggy-bank-esque face went pale. Cale didn’t have the luxury of addressing it, thanks to an announcement from Raon.

‹Human! A message came from the crown prince!› The dragon read the crown prince’s message in Cale’s mind. ‹“I’m busy. I’ll call you later.”›

What? Aren’t I busy too? No sooner had he begun frowning than the next message made him stop in his tracks.

‹“This is all because I accepted Commander Clope’s suggestion. What a shame.”›

Huh? Whose suggestion did you listen to?

“Lord Cale, a-are you by chance not feeling well?”

Blanching, Bilose drew a bit closer to Cale. However, Cale couldn’t hear what he said. Only Raon’s voice echoed incessantly in his mind. ‹A message also came from the crazy Clope.›

Oh god.

‹“I shall help Lord Cale’s name go down in history. I will make your path to become a legend into a great one.”›

Goddamn it.

“You crazy bastard…”

“S-sorry? I was just trying to help.”

Bilose stiffened in fright at Cale’s contorted expression. The memory of the sixteen-year-old Cale of the past, who was famous as the lout of Henituse County and known to have thrown an empty wine bottle at a group of gangsters, reared up in his mind. The look on Cale’s face was as loutish as it had been back then.

“L-Lord Cale, are you all right?”

“Ah, it’s nothing.” Cale waved it off, then motioned for Bilose to hurry along.

Bilose wasn’t sure why Cale was behaving like this, but he decided he shouldn’t annoy him right now and quickly led the way.

Following him, Cale wondered, What has that crazy bastard done?

In truth, the full account of the horrible news about Cale had been created by Albert and Clope working together.

It was a good idea to spread the rumor starting from the north, but…

It started from the three northern kingdoms, which were outwardly cooperating with the Kingdom of Rowoon because they had no choice but to submit. Thus, it would be easy for third parties and their allies to believe the rumors regarding Cale’s life or death if they came from the north.

‹Human! I think Clope has really lost it!›

I know, right?

‹He said that he’s sending over the holy knights! But we don’t have holy knights, do we?›

Wait, what?

Cale remembered Clope and the wyvern knights fighting against the Empire in the battle for Myple Castle. This bastard… The corners of Cale’s mouth crookedly crept up. Clope was truly crazy like a fox.

Soon Cale left the marketplace behind, and the north gate came into view. He was in one of the quiet residential areas, some distance from the gate, the marketplace, and the main drag.

“Meeeow.”

Cale turned to see a small figure crouching in a dark, narrow alley nearby, eyes fixed on Cale.

“Meeeoooow.”

With a grin, Cale approached the cat with short red fur. A small pouch was attached to the cat’s back. Cale spread his arms wide, and the cat leapt into his hold.

“It’s been a while, Sir Rex.”

Despite being the wanted criminal who had tried to assassinate Metelona, Rex could sneak around the Empire’s capital unseen in his cat form.

“Meeoow.”

Rex gently tapped on Cale’s shoulder with his front paws a few times, as if to greet him. Cale took the pouch off his back.

‹Human! It’s a subspace pouch!›

The pouch undoubtedly contained the video recording devices prepared by Frizia.

Cale entered the dark alley where the cat had been, holding Rex and the pouch in his arms. Then he signaled with his eyes to his group, who was farther away. Let’s go.

Mana rose up from Erhaven and Raon, instantly turning Cale and his entourage invisible.

 

***

 

“Is that it?”

Outside the north gate of the capital, the invisibility spell on Cale was lifted the moment his voice rang out. He was standing near a particularly sturdy-looking tree amid a dense thicket.

“Yes, that’s it, Lord Cale.”

Bilose, who had sailed over the walls thanks to Raon’s flight magic, awkwardly nodded while holding on to the tree trunk for dear life.

Cale ignored Bilose, who was shaken by his rapid flight, as he gazed into the distance. He was looking at the forest visible from the north gate; there was a small clearing within it. Since it was springtime, the area was filled with pure and beautiful wildflowers. Several hunters also happened to be leaning against the base of a tree to get some rest. It was a peaceful sight no matter how one looked at it.

As Cale stayed hidden some distance away, he heard Erhaven’s voice. “They’re not hunters. Those are knights.”

“He’s right,” Choi Han said. “Their bodies are tense, as if they’re alert for any intruders, even though they look like they’re relaxing.”

The corners of Cale’s mouth crept up furtively. He looked at Bilose, who averted his eyes from one of the five hunters and excitedly whispered, “I know that face! Yes, that one! He was definitely the knight who was with the doctor. I think this is where the secret passage is!”

Rex, who was on Cale’s shoulder in cat form, scrunched up his face when he heard mention of the secret passage. He had escaped the Alchemist’s Bell Tower through the sewers, and there was an unknown secret passage that led there.

That alone made all his fur stand on end. I wonder what’s in there. What was going on inside the Bell Tower, which he was about to visit for the first time in fifteen years?

My older sister and brother, they…

He couldn’t bear to think about it any longer.

“I can see it,” came the calm voice of the beautiful man with white-gold hair, prompting a look from Rex. “They used top-tier illusion magic to cover the secret passage at least three times.”

‹That’s right! Goldie saw it correctly!›

“There’s also alarm magic. Someone set it up in a way that would warn the people in the Alchemist’s Bell Tower if someone tries to break the illusion.”

‹Gramps is right about that too!›

Cale listened quietly, then asked a blunt question. “But that doesn’t matter, right?”

The two dragons piped right up in his mind.

‹I’m a dragon.›

‹I am the great Raon Mir! Human, do you still not know that?!›

Cale grinned and gently gestured to Rex, who slunk into his arms. Stroking the cat’s fur, Cale said, “Then shall we try to go peacefully?”

Rex and Bilose eyed the crooked smile on Cale’s face.

“I don’t like anyone getting hurt, you know.”

Both the cat and the plump merchant gulped.

 

***

 

“We’re in a state of emergency. You can’t let your guard down even for a moment.”

Next to the field of flowers, the four hunters gathered around the largest tree as they lay on the grass, ate, or did maintenance on their hunting bows. Despite what the fifth hunter had said, they looked largely unbothered.

“Sure.”

“I’ll slit their throat in one go if anyone comes to—”

Rustle, rustle.

The hunter lying in the shade flinched, eyes darting around. He grabbed the sword of an imperial knight that had been wrapped up and hidden in worn leather.

Rustle, rustle.

One? Two? No, three people.

Rustle, rustle.

“Ooh, this looks like a nice place to look at flowers… Oh!”

The young man who had excitedly entered the area jumped, his eyes going wide. This young fellow, who seemed startled by the hunters’ presence, had brown hair and brown eyes.

“Meeoow.”

The red cat in his arms tilted its head from side to side. A plump man came from behind him, carrying an inordinate number of apple pies. The last person, who looked a few years younger than the young man in front and had the same color hair and eyes as he did, entered the flower field.

“What’s all this?” one of the hunters asked curtly.

“Oh, um…” The young man in the front scratched his brown hair, eyes flitting about as though he was afraid.

Keeping up their act from where they sat or lay on the ground, the imperial knights disguised as hunters stared at the trio.

Only the knight captain rose to his feet. “Get lost, kids,” he snapped. “This isn’t some flower garden. It’s a rest area for hunters, so don’t bother us.”

Shhhhh.

The leaves fluttered in the spring breeze.

“Sorry? Oh, no, we don’t plan to disturb you. We were just in the city, but the weather was nice, so…”

The knight captain ignored the weak-looking young man, who tearfully hurried to explain himself as he clutched the cat in his arms. Are they even properly managing the gate? They let these frolicking idiots outside the city? Well, they probably let these ordinary folks out since they aren’t merchants or high-ranking officials.

Annoyed, he shouted, “Shut up! Don’t test a hunter’s patience. Get lost, all right? This isn’t some scenic area for you to watch the flowers.”

“Then can I watch a fight here?”

“What?”

The young man’s expression had contorted in an instant, his timid face turning cold. As the knight captain felt the dramatic change, the leaves shook in the breeze once more.

Shhhh.

That instant, white bones burst out from beneath the soil and grabbed the knights’ ankles.

“Ugh!”

“Ack!”

More bones shot up in a flash and blocked their mouths.

“M-mmfh!”

Shhhh.

Someone appeared within the large tree that the knights were leaning against. Hanging upside down from a tree branch, she grinned at them.

Whoosh!

Four large wind arrows were nocked on a bow, pointed at the four knights. The last one—the knight captain who had talked to Cale, the young man with the faux brown hair—was already knocked out. Cale looked down at the unconscious knight captain, then patted the shoulder of the man who shared his hair color.

“You sure are fast.”

Choi Han smiled gently. “It’s nothing, Mr. Cale.”

The knight who’d appeared to be their commanding officer had passed out after a single blow from Choi Han.

Cale approached the four hunters and crouched down to meet their eyes.

Then he heard a GPS-like voice. “There are a lot of corpses under this tree, so there were plenty of bones for me to use.”

Feeling a surge of irritation at that, Cale proceeded to ask the knights a question. “You must have killed a lot of people to protect this place, huh?”

Mary had ample bones to work with because this place, where the “hunters” were leisurely resting, was a gravesite for those they had killed.

“Mmfh!”

“Mngh!”

Cale took his eyes off the knights as they struggled to speak, then stood up to give an order. “Knock them out and tie them up.” Mary, Tasha, and Choi Han would take care of it. Next, Cale looked to his other side. “I leave it to you.”

White-gold dust was blanketing the flower field. With every flick of Erhaven’s hand, it scattered in all directions.

“Huh? Oh!” Bilose’s eyes widened as he handed the apple pies back to Raon.

The landscape melted away as it came in contact with Erhaven’s dust. The illusion spells dissipated one by one, yet the alarm did not go off.

“I’ll suppress the alarm.”

Without the alarm, the enemies would assume the secret passage was safe.

“They’ve gone quite deep too.”

Erhaven gazed upon the melting flower field. One, two, three layers were removed. Cale looked at him, and their eyes met.

“It won’t be easy,” the ancient dragon said plainly. He was assessing the skill level of the tower master, who could be a lich. But when Cale disregarded his remark, Erhaven grinned and stepped backward. His white-gold mana vanished from the spot.

“Oh!”

“Hmm.”

Tasha, Mary, and Choi Han gulped, but they couldn’t say anything as they saw the revealed landscape.

Tasha was the first to open her mouth. “You can practically feel the presence of death.”

Now that the flower field had vanished, a large entryway had appeared in the ground. The underground passage was pitch black.

“I also smell something similar to the black despair.” Repulsed by whatever lay in the passage, Tasha wrenched her gaze away.

Cale, meanwhile, was watching Mary and Choi Han.

“I’m all right, Mr. Cale,” Choi Han said as he gripped his scabbard.

Mary followed up with her GPS-like voice. “I am strong.”

Cale nodded. “Then that’s fine.” He swept a glance around the group once more.

Tasha gave a slight bow and stepped back. She would stay behind and watch the knights and the entrance while waiting for the soon-to-arrive Vice-Captain Hilsmann. Rex and Bilose nodded at Cale. They were there because they planned to follow him.

‹I’m coming, of course!›

After hearing Raon’s quip, Cale turned to Erhaven. With a snap of the gold dragon’s fingers, everyone slowly turned invisible.

Rex and Bilose swallowed hard as they confronted the gaping maw in the ground.

“All right, then,” Cale said in singsong. “Where are you hiding?”

He was vanishing from the feet on up, giving them a glimpse of his smile.

“You’ll die if I catch even a strand of your hair.”

The cat and the merchant flinched in unison. Cale’s eyes crinkled gleefully just before he vanished. Soon his joyful voice echoed in the air, bereft of anyone visible aside from the unconscious knights.

“Where, oh where are you hiding?”

Rex and Bilose gulped again, haunted by the sight of his eyes curved in delight.

Cale set down the nervous cat and strode forward. As he ventured down into the dark passageway, the only sound was the hollow tap-tapping of his shoes on the stone steps.

 

***

 

Tap. Tap. Tap.

The dark path was lit by torches at set intervals. Water dripped from the ceiling, which was as rough and rugged as a cave’s. Only the sound of the water droplets filled this area. As soon as Cale and his group reached the bottom of the stairs, they found a long, straight path wide enough for a carriage to travel on.

There really is a secret passage.

Looking around at the head of the group, Choi Han grimaced. He could smell the stench of death—of corpses. It was a horrific smell, one he wished he didn’t recognize. He’d encountered it too many times in the Dark Forest and in the town of Harris.

His gaze turned to ice.

‹Human, this smell is…› Raon stopped short. He tightly clenched his chubby forepaws, his round face frowning.

Rex’s own paws trembled as he walked down the passage. He was used to this odor. He’d smelled the same thing a long time ago, when he left his siblings without even saying goodbye for fear of making a sound. The stench overwhelmed him now, fifteen years later. He could barely walk.

‹Human! There are people up ahead!›

Raon’s warning brought Cale to a halt. Two knights and one alchemist. The two knights stood guard on either side of the wide passage; the alchemist was next to one of them, reading a document.

Cale tapped on Choi Han’s shoulder, and the swordmaster walked ahead without a word.

“It’s fine if we catch the ones disguised as hunters, but we’ll quickly be found if we touch anybody from the Alchemist’s Bell Tower,” Cale had told everyone beforehand.

Indeed, they wouldn’t touch anybody. They’d just sneak in and come back out.

“That’s the only way we can save the footage and buy time to spread it to the citizens of the Empire.”

Reflecting on what Cale had said, Choi Han thought, He chooses to take such a difficult path.

If they knocked people out and killed as they went, someone would eventually realize that the tower had been invaded, but wouldn’t it be much quicker and more efficient?

Nevertheless, that wasn’t their plan, so Choi Han had to move more tactfully than ever.

A thin breeze whooshed past them.

“Wow, the outside air sure is warmer now that it’s springtime,” the knight holding a spear commented.

“I’m just thankful it’s spring,” the alchemist grumbled, then sighed. “Do you know how hard it was in the winter? All that cold air coming in from the outside.”

Cale sauntered right past the knights and the alchemists, making sure to remember their faces.

‹I’ll remember these bad people’s faces, human! I won’t let them survive! I won’t forgive anyone in the Alchemist’s Bell Tower! I promised Mary that we would destroy it together!›

The six-year-old was making an incessant racket, but Cale studied his surroundings without showing any emotion.

They soon came to the end of the passage, where another staircase descended to a vast chamber.

“If we closed the entrance, there’d be no ventilation, and this rotten corpse stench would fill up the place,” came the alchemist’s voice from behind them. “That’d be even worse than the winter cold.”

You son of a bitch, Cale seethed.

The chamber ahead of them was a massive underground hall. There were also paths leading into it from the east, west, and south, in addition to the northern one they had come through.

Cale closed his eyes.

‹Human, I don’t think I can look at this.›

Round forepaws grabbed Cale’s back; Raon was holding on to him. Choi Han’s hand shook where it gripped his sword.

They hadn’t been able to stop themselves from looking at the bottom of the stairs, which was filled with bones.

Bilose gagged, just barely managing to cover his mouth in time. He was looking a few meters underneath the ledge they’d reached after entering this hall. Bones were piled in mountainous heaps, wearing clothes that hadn’t rotted away.

These damn crazy bastards! Choi Han’s body shook violently. How could people… How could people do such things?

Amid the pile of corpses, there were a number of cylindrical containers full of black fluid.

It was dead mana.

‹Human, this must be where they made the dead mana.›

Cale blinked when he heard Raon’s weak voice. He clutched his own hand, which was trembling slightly—he was about to go mad with rage.

All their hands were shaking. Bilose’s hands were quivering too, as were Choi Han’s—the former in disgust, the latter in uncontrollable anger. Their minds were going blank.

At that moment…

“Hic!”

They heard a muffled cry. As Choi Han and Bilose flinched, mana enveloped the group.

“I put a soundproof barrier around us,” Erhaven said as the knights in the passage looked behind them.

“What the…? Did you just hear something?”

“You must’ve heard wrong. We’ve heard so many people dying that we’re starting to imagine it all the time now. Heh heh.”

Even Bilose scowled at that.

“Damn bastards. They deserve to die.”

Bilose flinched, head whipping to the side as his body shook. Though he couldn’t see the person, he could clearly picture the enraged Cale. Still, Bilose had no choice but to lower his head. The sound was coming from somewhere below him.

“Ohhh… Hic!”

Someone was crying, and not very loudly. The hitching sobs came from someone who couldn’t help but cry after trying so hard to hold back that he’d twisted in pain.

The cat, Rex, was the one in tears.

I managed to escape with my life, but…!

Seeing this underground chamber, which he’d known about but never seen, Rex felt like his whole world had turned upside down.

Whose bones are those? Are they the skeletons of my siblings? My neighbors? My friends?

He slammed his head on the ground. Bam! Bam! His forehead started bleeding after being scratched by the rough floor, but Rex didn’t care.

“Ugh… Ohhh!”


His blood and tears mixed together, crimson droplets seeping into the ground without turning invisible.

With immense effort, Rex stood on shaky legs. He trudged forward, saying, “I-I’m going to go down there.”

His voice quavered, blood dripping from his forehead with every step he took. Choi Han vacantly stared at the trail of falling droplets. With the soundproof barrier around them, the enemies at the passage entrance never glanced their way; they weren’t paying attention at all. There wasn’t much light in the area either, so they probably couldn’t even see the drops of blood.



Choi Han didn’t know what to say about the sight in front of him. He merely felt tremendous sadness. Rex’s sorrow and despair reminded Choi Han of his own dark past.

Then he heard Cale’s voice. “I’ll go with you.”

As if on cue, Choi Han started walking as well. He slowly followed behind the cat’s small steps.

Rex descended the stairs, reaching the lowest underground spot in the Empire. He could see the bones piled up into hills. They seemed to have been dead for a while, as nothing else remained.

He slowly took it all in. The blood from his forehead had reached his eyes, making him look like he was crying blood.

“Hurry, turn into a cat and escape!”

“Our sister’s right! Listen to her so at least one of us can make it out. You have to live!”

Even now, his elder sister’s and brother’s voices echoed in his mind.

“I’m going to kill them.”

I’m going to kill them all.

He didn’t know who, or when, or how. He couldn’t think straight—but he couldn’t bear to remain silent either.

“The imperial prince. The tower master.”

He started listing off the people he needed to kill. Even his tears had dried up at some point.

“No.”

Rex flinched at that. Or rather, he flinched at the feeling of a soft cloth covering his forehead.

Cale was pressing down on the floating glob of blood, which was where he presumed Rex’s forehead was located, with his handkerchief. Then he brusquely and honestly told Rex, “The imperial prince is mine.”

Rex slowly returned to his senses as he heard the rough and cold voice that contrasted with the warm hand touching his wound.

“Mr. Cale,” Choi Han called out from behind them.

“I know,” Cale said deliberately.

What does he know?

As Rex donned a look of confusion, Cale crouched down next to him and whispered in his ear. “Sir Rex, look at the highest point.”

The highest point?

Rex’s gaze, which had only been focused on the bones, slowly headed up. The underground hall seemed unfathomably tall. It defied belief that such an area was located beneath the capital. At the same time, Rex figured that its depth was the reason it hadn’t been discovered thus far.

His eyes stopped. “Huh?”

As Cale had directed, he was looking at the highest spot in this underground hall—right beneath the ceiling. Part of the hall jutted out, like a balcony in a theater. It was a terrace surrounded by glass, which looked as if it had been built just to look down on this place.

It was as Rex noticed the terrace that Cale spoke up again. Tone laced with a terrifying blend of joy and anger, he declared, “Found you.”

Cale could see the people inside the terrace. There were heavily armed knights and mages, as well as some alchemists, but Cale was fixated on one man at the center of the group.

Erhaven calmly assessed the man’s strength. “He’s weaker than I am.”

“Hey, there’s the imperial doctor!” Bilose said, pointing to another person within.

The imperial doctor was handing the man at the center a wine glass. Scrutinizing the contents from afar, Erhaven said, “That’s dead mana.”

The wine glass was full of black liquid. Someone sipped from it, leisurely looking down at the underground hall.

Rex’s eyes wavered. “It’s the imperial prince…”

Adin’s shirt was open, and he sat in a wheelchair. From where they were, they couldn’t catch a glimpse of the injury Choi Han left by his heart.

He’s drinking dead mana?

A deep smile played on Cale’s lips.

“Human!” Raon blurted out, shocked. Then he stuttered and continued talking when he realized Erhaven wasn’t saying anything. “That thing, that bastard… That guy became a black mage!”

Bilose and Choi Han gasped, and silence took hold.

Eventually, a low laugh jolted them out of their stupor.

“Heh heh.”

Cale was chuckling, but it sounded nothing like him. He didn’t care what his entourage thought of him as he quietly watched Adin and his subordinates.

Adin peered down from the terrace with an utterly relaxed expression. “Looking down at this is truly entertaining.”

Cale slowly stroked Rex’s fur. “Sir Rex.”

“Yes?”

“Wouldn’t it be fun to grab that bastard by the neck and drag him down here, to the lowest spot in the Empire?”

Rex raised his head, but he couldn’t say anything. He could see Adin above, looking down at where Cale stood—at the Empire’s lowest point. Then he felt Cale’s hand leave his back.

Standing up tall, Cale asked a single question. “Did you record it?”

A chorus of replies answered him.

“Yes, sir.”

“I got it.”

“Haah… Never in my dragon life did I… Haah.”

Cale’s smile widened further. “We’ll split into teams and scour the Bell Tower. It would be ideal if we could locate the tower master, but retreat if you run into any danger.” With emphasis, he added, “Record everything you see. We’ll reconvene right here.”

His hand brushed over the communication device in his chest pocket.

“Move out.”

Choi Han, Mary, Bilose, and Erhaven sprang into action.

Cale, Raon, and Rex were on their own team.

“Raon,” Cale said evenly.

“What is it, human?”

“Inform Commander Rosalyn.” Cale’s demeanor was so frigid that it rattled Rex. “Tell her to activate the airship.”

Cale was summoning the airship to the Empire.

“As for us,” Cale said as he walked off, “we’re going to the terrace.”

He needed to verify the condition of that rotten bastard, Adin. What was he? How had he become a black mage? How had he healed?

‹I understand, human!›

With the help of Raon’s flight magic, Cale floated into the air. He quickly scooped up Rex before he ascended to the ceiling of the underground hall.

Cale was at the same level as Adin now. He could see that Adin’s injury by his heart had healed, but he was still missing a leg. He looked in good health regardless.

‹He does seem to be a black mage, human! But something’s weird. He’s full of vitality! How did he heal? Something is definitely weird!›

The information Raon had provided whizzed through Cale’s mind. 

It was then that Adin spoke up. “There’s a rumor that Cale Henituse is dead?”


The corners of Cale’s lips were twitching. Right. There’s a rumor that I’m a goner.

“Yes, Your Highness. There is indeed. Supposedly, it started from the north.”

Hearing the knight’s words, Adin took a sip of dead mana as though it were wine before casually responding, “That’s a lie.”

Adin looked out through the glass. Although he couldn’t see it, Cale was making eye contact with him.

“There’s no way Cale Henituse would die that easily.”

Adin confidently shook his head like it merited no further consideration. He slowly closed his eyes, as if feeling the dead mana roaring inside of him, then opened them back up.

He looked entirely at ease as he added, “I’m sure he’s at least hurt, since the airship is said to have exploded. That’s probably why Albert Crossman pulled out this drastic card of saying Cale Henituse is dead—to buy some time for him to heal.”

Cale barely managed to stop himself from laughing. I’m not hurt. I’m completely fine.

“Before he recovers, we need to strike the Kingdom of Rowoon. We have to shake up the game board. Then I’m certain they’ll forget about the dark magic incidents, though a lot of people will die in the process.”

Adin wore his usual gentle smile as he shrugged, essentially telling his trusted subordinates that it was sad but there was nothing he could do about it.

As for Cale himself, he was smiling right there in front of Adin.

Hey, bastard. You don’t have the luxury of worrying about other people. You’re the one who’s going to kick the bucket soon enough.
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The Mogor Empire has gone on the march in a bloodthirsty
campaign for conquest. Cale rallies his companions to fend off
the imperial army’s advance, playing politics even as he plots
the Empire’s downfall. But his plans hit a snag when he’s forced
to choose between going all-out to crush the enemy or main-
taining his carefully crafted reputation. Then, in a shocking twist,
the Empire unveils its horrific secret weapons—the product of
the alchemists’ inhumane experiments. If Cale and his allies
have any hope of beating them, they’ll have to break free of

their constraints and reach new heights of power!
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