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Prologue


Near the towering World Tree at the center of the Great Frazes Forest stood a foreboding structure, steeped in an ominous aura: the Grand Demon Hall. Within it, powerful monsters had gathered.

“The human’s faction we’ve been watching… it seems they managed to bring down Transta.”

The first to speak was Laval, a tall figure with wings of deepest black: an Emperor Incubus. He not only commanded the Incubus and Succubus clans, but also held sway over imps, Gremlins, and countless other creatures. Laval ruled the northwest of the forest and was counted among its strongest.

“Transta? Oh, that guy. He was pretty tough, wasn’t he? Can’t believe they took him out.”

The reply came in a lighthearted, almost careless tone. It belonged to a woman named Doma. Her lower half was that of a serpent—she was an Elder Last Lamia, a fearsome monster in her own right. A third eye gleamed on her forehead, granting powers far beyond ordinary sight. Though her personal combat strength was formidable, what made her truly dangerous were her tricks: controlling others, empowering allies, twisting the battlefield in her favor. She ruled the northeast of the forest, commanding not only Lamias, but also Harpies and Alraune.

“Newcomers are nothing to worry about. Crush them and be done with it. By the way, where is Amildrè?”

The one who posed the question was Logran, an Emperor Orc who governed the forest’s eastern reaches.

Beside him stood a silent giant: Rodas, a Diamond Orc. His entire body was sheathed in scales like cut gemstones, their hardness unmatched. He was Logran’s younger brother.

Among the great powers of the Great Frazes Forest, the orcs were hardly the most impressive. Next to the Alraune, the Incubus clans, and the other monstrous lineages, their strength was modest at best. That was why the eastern domain was ruled not by one, but by two: Logran and Rodas.

Laval broke the silence first, his black wings casting long shadows across the chamber. “The southern one hasn’t shown up. Hopper either skips these gatherings or drags his feet, so I suppose it’s nothing unusual. But Amildrè being absent… now that’s rare.”

Before the others could respond, a voice far too lighthearted for the grim hall rang out. “Sorry, sorry! I overslept!”

A small figure strolled in, grinning as if the tension in the room had nothing to do with him. Barely the size of a dwarf, the Gremlin looked unimposing on his own. But the monstrous shape at his back silenced any thought of underestimation: a towering Emperor Fenrir, fur bristling with latent power, padded in behind him.

This was Hopper. On his own, he was almost laughably weak, but what he lacked in muscle he more than made up for with an extraordinary gift: the ability to tame and command monsters. From ancient terrors to creatures that defied common sense, Hopper had bent them all to his will, not only mastering them but training and directing them with uncanny precision. To strike at him directly was nearly impossible; any threat against him was answered instantly by the beasts at his side.

For that reason, even in this gathering of the forest’s five lords, Hopper’s power was unparalleled. His strength did not lie in his own body, but in the countless fangs and claws he could call upon at a whim.

He looked around with an easy smile. “Huh. Amildrè’s not here yet? Guess I didn’t need to rush.” The remark earned him nothing more than a round of exasperated stares. No one bothered to rebuke him; every one of them knew it would be wasted breath. Hopper would remain Hopper.

“So,” he went on, still untroubled, “what’s the rush? We weren’t supposed to meet for another few years.” Normally, the council of great monsters convened only once every few decades; the next was not scheduled for at least seven more years.

The answer came from Laval, his voice low. “Transta has been defeated.”

“Really? And who managed that?” Hopper tilted his head, sounding more amused than concerned.

“Some newcomers,” Laval replied. “They’ve set themselves up in the west, a place they’re calling Beresdral.”

Hopper gave a low whistle. “Now that’s something. Transta wasn’t exactly weak, was he?”

It was true—Transta had never commanded an army large enough to warrant a seat at the Grand Demon Hall. Yet his personal strength was beyond question, perhaps even rivaling that of the five lords gathered here. That such a figure could be cut down by a human-led faction was no trivial matter. Until now, everyone had assumed these upstart human groups would burn themselves out without interference. But Transta’s fall changed everything. Even the most arrogant among them had to admit: ignoring this would be dangerous.

“We cannot leave such rabble unchecked,” Laval pressed, his voice sharp. “If they threaten the forest’s order, they should be destroyed before they grow any further.”

“That’s just like you, Laval,” Doma sighed, her tone almost singsong. “Always so quick to fight. There’s no need to crush them. Just make them swear loyalty and obey. Problem solved.”

What she proposed was simple: fold Beresdral under their rule, rather than wipe it out.

That, after all, was the purpose of the Grand Demon Hall itself: to maintain order in the Great Frazes Forest. Long ago, before the Hall’s creation, the forest had been a cauldron of endless strife. Countless factions battled for dominance, plunging the land into chaos far deadlier than anything seen today.

To prevent a return to that era, the lords had raised the Grand Demon Hall as neutral ground. Whenever a threat arose, the most powerful rulers of each territory convened there to decide on a course of action. It was not friendship that bound them; far from it. Each harbored their own ambitions, their thoughts as guarded as their claws. For now, the costs of open conflict outweighed the benefits, and so the balance held. But everyone knew it could shatter with the smallest spark.

Beresdral itself was hardly a great power, at least not yet. But it was enough of a disruption that none of the lords could afford to look the other way.

Logran, the Emperor Orc, finally spoke. “Beresdral lies in the west, doesn’t it? That’s Amildrè’s territory. If she’s not here, we can’t exactly decide who governs it.”

Normally, the western domain and any new factions that rose within it fell under Amildrè’s jurisdiction. None of the others interfered.

Unfortunately, Laval’s patience was running thin. “Amildrè isn’t here. And even if she were, she gives her subjects far too much freedom. That worked with Transta—his growth was slow, not worth worrying about. But Beresdral is different. Leave them unchecked, and they’ll become a problem. I say we stop relying on Amildrè.”

Doma’s tone remained playful, though a note of caution colored her words. “Skipping her in the chain of command doesn’t sound wise.”

“It’s her own fault for not showing,” Laval snapped. “The decision of those present takes priority.”

“Then if not Amildrè, who takes Beresdral?” Logran pressed.

“We do. Together,” Laval replied.

The word hung in the air. “Joint rule?” Doma echoed, unconvinced.

Hopper gave a crooked smile. “Sounds like a headache to me.” And he wasn’t wrong. No region had ever been governed jointly under the Grand Demon Hall. Such an arrangement would force them to gather more often, or at least exchange messages constantly—a far cry from their usual decades-long intervals.

Laval had already thought it through. “Each of us can leave a representative here at the hall. They can handle disputes on our behalf. It’s not as if we’ll micromanage the place—we just need to keep Beresdral’s growth stunted.”

“Unless they refuse to bow their heads,” Doma mused.

“Then we crush them,” Laval said flatly, a cold smile tugging at his mouth. “But they’ll surrender. No one throws away their life so easily.”

His gaze swept the others. “We’ll send Beresdral a letter of command. They obey, or they’re destroyed. Any objections?”

None were raised.

“Good,” Laval concluded. “I’ll have my subordinates deliver it. We’re done for today.”

With that, the gathering dissolved. One by one, the lords and their companions departed the Grand Demon Hall, while Laval dispatched his underlings with a message destined for Beresdral.



Chapter 1


Emissary from the Grand Demon Hall

What had once been a humble goblin village had grown into a sprawling town where orcs, Alraune, and countless other monsters now lived side by side: Beresdral. And at the center of it all, as mayor, stood a human.

His name was Belamus, a man who carried the memories of his past life as a great sage. Abandoned in the depths of the Great Frazes Forest, he had been taken in by goblins. To repay that kindness, he had expanded their village, nurturing it into a thriving community that grew larger by the day.

Now, in the quiet of his chamber, Belamus sat with a troubled expression. His unease stemmed from what he had learned of the forest’s balance of power—information passed on to him by Transta.

Transta was a monster who usually took the form of a cat. At present, Belamus’s magic had locked him in that shape, leaving him no stronger than an ordinary feline, though in truth he was capable of assuming a humanoid form and wielding formidable strength.

The forest was no free land. Every territory had its ruler, a powerful monster who brooked no challenge. In the west, the reigning lord was notoriously lax, allowing Beresdral to grow without interference. But elsewhere, such freedom was unthinkable. Had Belamus raised a town in another domain, it would have been razed in an instant. Founding villages or cities without permission was forbidden.

Therein lay the danger. Beresdral’s explosive growth had already drawn attention—not just from the west’s absent master, but likely from the other lords as well. That was what Transta had warned, and it was a warning Belamus could not ignore.

Belamus had faith in his strength. With the power of a former great sage, he did not believe he would be easily defeated. Yet confidence alone could not erase his concern. The lords who now had their eyes on him were each as strong as Transta—or stronger. Worse still, their armies dwarfed his. In sheer numbers, Beresdral could not hope to compete.

At this rate, Beresdral won’t survive… But even if I try to strengthen our forces quickly, there’s a hard limit. Should we abandon the Great Frazes Forest and build a new town elsewhere? No… it’s too late for that. Beresdral has grown too large. If it were just the goblins, perhaps. But now the town shelters all manner of monsters.

Originally, Belamus had only meant to repay the goblins who rescued him, enriching their lives and raising a village for them. But he could not dismiss the many other creatures who had come seeking a place to belong. Their fates were bound together now.

No, the only option is to ask Transta where the great lords of the forest dwell and try to negotiate. If I can make them understand that I mean no harm, perhaps they’ll leave us be.

With that thought, Belamus resolved to consult Transta.

The catlike monster was already living under his roof. Only, he wasn’t there at the moment. Once, Transta had hidden away in dungeons, spending most of his time asleep. But in Beresdral, he seemed to have discovered the joy of wandering, and he often slipped outside. In his feline form, he posed no threat at all; he was harmless, even beloved by the townsfolk.

Belamus had just stepped out to look for him when a voice called from behind him.

“Belamus!”

He turned to find Delarosa standing there. A goblin girl—or rather, no longer quite a girl. She was his adoptive sister in name, and when they had first met, she had been little more than a child. Time had changed her. She had grown taller, her features sharper, her figure more mature.

“Let’s make a baby!” she blurted.

The words struck like a thrown bomb. Belamus blinked, then quickly decided she couldn’t possibly understand the meaning behind them. He lifted a hand to gently admonish her.

“Delarosa… do you even know what that means?”

“Of course I do!” she shot back, puffing out her chest. “I’m old enough to have a child of my own now!”

Belamus faltered. She had grown; that much was true. Goblins matured faster than humans, and by their measure, Delarosa might well be of childbearing age already.

Physically, Delarosa might have grown into a young woman, but in spirit, she was still far from it. Her childish streak lingered, and Belamus knew she was nowhere near ready to raise a child. What puzzled him more was why she had suddenly brought up such a thing. Someone must have planted the idea in her head.

“Delarosa,” Belamus asked gently, “who told you it’s time to have children?”

She tapped her chin, then answered without hesitation. “Um… everyone! All the goblin women say it’s about time for me to start having kids.”

So that was it. Among goblins, it must have been common sense that a girl her age should already be a mother.

Belamus pressed the matter. “And did anyone tell you how children are made?”

At that, Delarosa’s cheeks flushed bright red. She fidgeted, her voice shrinking to a flustered mumble. “Y-Yeah… a man and a woman… they hug each other naked and… ahhh, it’s embarrassing! I can’t say the rest!”
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It seemed she really did know what she was talking about. After all, goblins and humans made children the same way.

“Delarosa,” Belamus said carefully, “you realize that if you say you want a child with me… that would be with me?”

Her face turned crimson, but her reply came without hesitation. “I-I couldn’t do it with anyone else! The thought makes me sick. But with you… even if it’s embarrassing, I think I’d be okay.”

Looking at her, Belamus realized she wasn’t speaking idly. In her own way, she had thought this through and reached her conclusion: what she wanted was a child with him. And he had to admit, the idea of her bearing another goblin’s child was not something he found appealing.

In his previous life, Belamus had lived nearly eighty years, yet love had never truly touched him. As a teenager, he had thrown himself into magic for the sake of war. In his twenties, he had gone to the battlefield, fighting and distinguishing himself. His thirties had been consumed with training disciples. Romance simply had no place in his life, and so when faced with Delarosa’s earnestness now, he found himself uncharacteristically shaken, uncertain of how to respond.

“Besides,” he muttered weakly, “I’m not even sure a goblin and a human can have children together…”

Delarosa’s eyes flickered, but she set her jaw. “M-Maybe not, but I don’t care! Let’s try anyway! If I can’t have a child with you, then I don’t want one at all!”

She grabbed his shoulders with both hands, her strength surprising him.

“Wait…” Belamus tried to stop her, his voice faltering. But she wasn’t listening.

Her determination made it hard for him to resist. He didn’t even know if what he felt for her was love, but the thought of being with her didn’t fill him with revulsion—if anything, he simply felt no objection.

Delarosa’s flushed face drew close. Her lips, trembling and warm, hovered just shy of his own. The air between them narrowed—

“Stop right there!!!” The door slammed open, and a voice roared through the room. “If anyone’s going to make a baby with Belamus, it’s me!!!”

Both of them jerked back in shock, their faces snapping apart.

The door to the house swung open, and Navasha stood framed in the entryway, legs planted wide in a stance of defiance.

“N-Navasha?!” Delarosa yelped, her face flushing with surprise.

Navasha was a goblin girl the same age as Delarosa, and the two were close friends. Where Delarosa excelled at magic, Navasha’s gift was in close combat. In fact, her martial skill was unrivaled in all of Beresdral.

“Children should be made with the strongest,” Navasha declared, her voice firm. “And that means Belamus.”

“Y-You can’t just say that!” Delarosa shot back, bristling. “I already told you—Belamus is mine!”

Navasha narrowed her eyes. “Aren’t you two supposed to be siblings?”

“We’re not blood-related,” Delarosa retorted hotly. “Everyone said it’s fine!”

The two girls squared off, their argument spiraling into a shouting match.

Belamus pinched the bridge of his nose. This had grown far too complicated. Maybe if he slipped away now, he could sort things out later with a clearer head. He turned quietly and edged toward the door.

Before he could step outside, another voice called out, and someone entered the house.

“Ah, Belamus…”

He froze. Standing in front of him was Medello, another goblin girl the same age as Delarosa and Navasha. Unlike them, Medello was known for her gentle temperament and talent with healing magic. Whenever someone in town was hurt or ill, she was always the first to rush to their side, soothing wounds with her spells. Sweet and shy, she hardly seemed like the type to suddenly demand children. For an instant, Belamus allowed himself a breath of relief.

Unfortunately, Medello’s cheeks went crimson as she fidgeted, unable to meet his eyes. “Um, actually… my brother said… it’s about time I had a child, too. I told him I didn’t have anyone in mind, and he said… why not Belamus? And I… I thought… if it’s you, I wouldn’t mind.”

Her words tumbled out haltingly, but Belamus understood well enough. In her own timid way, she had joined Delarosa and Navasha in making the same claim.

Medello pressed closer, stammering as she tried to justify herself. “I-I know Delarosa is already with you, Belamus, so you can’t have too many… but just one—just one child with me would be enough.”

Before Belamus could react, a furious shout rang out.

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing, Medello!?”

Delarosa and Navasha had found them. Navasha stormed over and yanked Medello away from Belamus with surprising strength.

“Ah! Th-That’s not nice, Navasha!” Medello protested, her voice breaking.

In an instant, the three girls were caught in a fresh argument.

Delarosa folded her arms. “Do you two even know how children are made?”

Medello’s face turned crimson. “W-Well… I can’t really explain it out loud…” she muttered.

Navasha smirked confidently. “Of course I know. You press your lips together, right? I wouldn’t want to do it with just any guy, but if it’s Belamus, then I don’t mind.”

Delarosa’s jaw dropped. “What? Navasha, you don’t know at all!”

Navasha blinked in confusion. “Huh? What do you mean? That’s wrong?”

“It’s completely wrong!” Delarosa grabbed her by the arm. “Here, let me tell you.”

She leaned close, whispering into Navasha’s ear. Judging by her furtive tone, she was explaining the details of how children were actually made.

At first, Navasha listened with keen curiosity, but as the explanation went on, her expression shifted. Her eyes widened, her cheeks burned hotter and hotter—until finally her whole face was scarlet.

“Wh-What!? N-Naked, hugging each other like that…! Th-There’s no way I could do something so embarrassing!” she shouted, and bolted from the room.

Belamus blinked at her retreating back. So, she’s actually more innocent than I thought…

He had been standing there too long, watching the chaos unfold. Remembering his earlier plan, he decided this was his chance to slip away quietly. He rose to his feet and turned for the door—only to hear a calm voice call out.

“What’s all this noise?”

Belamus froze. At the threshold stood Arèsa, the goblin who had once taken him in. She was carrying bundles from the market, evidently just returned from shopping.

Belamus decided the best way forward was to let Arèsa, the one who had raised Delarosa, set things straight. After a brief explanation of the situation, Arèsa crossed her arms.

“Children, huh? Delarosa wants one? Well, I suppose she is about that age,” Arèsa said thoughtfully.

Belamus frowned. “Isn’t it too soon?”

“Not really,” Arèsa replied matter-of-factly. “I had children later than most, and truly, Delarosa’s age is the normal time for it.”

“So that’s how it is…” Belamus murmured.

Arèsa studied him with a curious look. “What’s the matter? You don’t want children with Delarosa?”

“It’s not that,” he said quickly, though uncertainty laced his voice.

Her eyes lit up with surprise, almost amusement. “So even you get flustered. I thought nothing could shake you. You never cried as a baby, and even after you grew, you always acted so mature. So that’s your weakness, eh?”

Belamus grimaced. “Tch…”

Of course, she could see right through him—Arèsa had been watching him since infancy.

Then she leaned in, a teasing smile on her lips. “Well then. If you’re too nervous about Delarosa, why not practice with me first? We may be parent and child in name, but we share no blood. There’s no reason it should be a problem.”

Belamus’s eyes widened. “What nonsense! That’s nothing but a problem!”

The outrageous suggestion left him shaken. Delarosa was one thing, but Arèsa? That was entirely out of the question.

“Come now, don’t be so uptight,” Arèsa chuckled, inching closer. “It’s better to gain experience beforehand. You can get used to it with me.”

Just as her face drew near, a cry rang out.

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing, Mom?!”

Delarosa shoved herself between them.

“Delarosa, don’t interfere,” Arèsa chided.

“I have to!” Delarosa snapped back. “If you and Belamus had a child, that would make it my sibling—but it’d also be Belamus’s child—and that’s way too confusing! Just stop already!”

Arèsa threw back her head and laughed. “Hah! Don’t get so worked up, girl. I was only teasing.”

Her mirth filled the room, leaving Belamus with a pounding heart and no relief at all. Belamus couldn’t tell if Arèsa had truly been joking, and the doubt left him uneasy.

Just then, a voice called from the doorway. “Um… it sounds rather noisy in here. Did something happen?”

It was Liza, who lived nearby. She was the only other human in Beresdral besides Belamus himself. Once a knight sworn to the house that had birthed him, she had since laid down her sword to devote herself to helping manage the town.

Delarosa immediately ran up to her. “Liza, listen! I want to make a baby with Belamus, but everyone keeps getting in my way!”

“Wh-What!? A-A-A baby!?” Liza stammered, her face turning scarlet. She looked completely shaken. Though she was old enough that such things wouldn’t be unheard of, her reaction suggested she had no experience of her own.

“You mustn’t ask Lord Belamus for something so improper!” she scolded, her voice sharp with panic. “Can’t you see how troubled he is?”

Delarosa shook her head stubbornly. “He’s not troubled at all! Besides, I heard men want to make babies.”

“That is not true of all men!” Liza retorted. “And more importantly, Lord Belamus is human. Humans should have children with their own kind.”

Delarosa’s eyes widened. “Wait… does that mean—”

Liza blinked. “Mean what?”

“That you’re the one who should make a baby with Belamus?” Delarosa exclaimed.

“Eh—wh-what!?” Liza sputtered.

“Well, you said humans have to be with humans, right? And the only humans in Beresdral are you and Belamus. So, if he wants a child, that means it has to be you!”

“That’s not what I meant!” Liza cried, flustered, waving her hands. “Y-You’ve misunderstood!”

Even as she tried to deny it, color rushed to her cheeks. At last, she lowered her gaze and murmured, “I mean… if Lord Belamus truly wished for a child, I would be ready to give myself to him. After all, he will need an heir someday…”

Her voice trailed off, thick with embarrassment.

Belamus stared, unsettled. Even from Liza, he could feel a strange, dangerous undercurrent. It wasn’t that he didn’t want children; he had been unable to have any in his previous life, and part of him longed for them now. But not like this. Not yet. It felt far too soon.

The timing could not have been worse. With the forest’s lords looming over Beresdral, Belamus had no leisure to think about children.

“Enough. We’ll set this aside for later,” he said firmly. “Now is not the time.”

Delarosa’s eyes wavered, uncertain. “Then… when the time does come, you’ll have a child with me?” she asked, her voice tinged with fear.

It wasn’t rejection in the moment she dreaded most, Belamus realized—it was hearing him say he never wanted such a bond at all. Her expression was like that of a girl who had bared her heart in confession, desperate for reassurance. He had never seen her look that way before. For the first time, he truly felt how much she was growing, stepping into adulthood.

Belamus drew a breath. “Very well. I promise.”

“Y-You’d better keep it!” she said quickly, joy breaking through her nervousness.

Then Medello edged forward, fidgeting. “Th-Then… could you promise me too?”

Belamus winced. “To have children with more than one person… that feels, well, wrong. Lacking in decency.”

“B-But, Belamus, if you say no, then I’ll never have a child at all!” Medello’s voice cracked as she spoke, her shoulders slumping.

“Isn’t there someone else?” Belamus asked.

She shook her head, her voice small. “There’s no one…”

Belamus hesitated. He didn’t want to hurt her with a blunt refusal, but nor could he agree out of pity. In the end, he settled on a compromise: “I’ll… think about it.”

It was a weak answer, he knew. As a leader, he had no trouble making decisions about battles, about Beresdral’s future. But in matters of the heart, he found himself hopelessly indecisive.

He shook his head, forcing the conversation aside. “Enough. We’ll leave this for another time. Right now, I need to speak with Transta. Have you seen him?”

Medello brightened slightly. “Yes! In the plaza, he was with the Alraune children. They were playing with him.”

“Understood. I’ll head there,” Belamus said with a curt nod.

Grateful for the excuse, Belamus slipped out of the house, almost fleeing, and made for the plaza.

※※※



“Soft little paws!”

“So cute!”

Delighted voices reached Belamus as he stepped into the plaza.

The sight that greeted him was disarming: five young Alraune children were gathered around Transta, stroking his fur, squeezing his paw pads, giggling as they played with the cat-shaped monster.
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Transta didn’t resist, letting the children do as they pleased. Watching him like this, Belamus could hardly believe this was the same monster he had fought so fiercely not long ago.

Of course, in this form, he had no more ability than an ordinary cat. Still, cats were quick—if he truly wanted to flee, he could. That he didn’t suggested he wasn’t entirely unhappy with the attention.

Just as Belamus opened his mouth to call out, one of the Alraune children spotted him first. “Ah! It’s Master Belamus!” the child cried.

Transta groaned, his voice weary. “Oh, Belamus. Do something about these brats, would you?”

“I’m sorry,” Belamus replied. “I need a word with Transta. Mind if I borrow him for a while?”

The children pouted. “Whaaat? But we want to play with the little tiger more!”

“I really do need to talk to him,” Belamus explained. “It’s important.”

The children crossed their arms, unconvinced, until one piped up. “Then you have to play with us next time, Master Belamus!”

Belamus considered. It was reckless to make promises so lightly, but once matters were settled and peace returned, finding time to play with children wouldn’t be impossible. He gave a small nod. “Very well. I promise.”

“Yay!”

“You’d better not break it!”

Satisfied with his answer, the children released Transta. Their faces lit up with joy at the promise, while Belamus reached down and scooped the cat up by the scruff of his neck. Carrying him easily, he slipped away toward a quiet, deserted corner.

“That I, Transta, should be reduced to babysitting brats… how far I’ve fallen.” The words came in a low, coarse voice that clashed completely with his appearance as a small, cute cat.

Belamus raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t seem to mind all that much.”

“Like hell I didn’t!” Transta snapped. “I hated every second of it—those Alraune kids pawing at me, rubbing my fur, squeezing my pads—disgusting.”

“If you really hated it, you could have run off,” Belamus pointed out.

Transta gave a long, exasperated sigh. “Those brats are relentless. Doesn’t matter how many times I slip away, they find me again.”

Belamus thought to himself that if Transta truly wanted to hide, it would be no small feat to track down a cat in this vast town. The fact that he hadn’t only confirmed what Belamus already suspected: Transta, for all his bluster, had a streak of softheartedness, the same quality that had once made his underlings so loyal to him.

“I came to speak of something serious,” Belamus said, changing the subject. “I want to know about the monsters who rule the Great Frazes Forest.”

Transta smirked, his tone mocking. “What’s this? Getting cold feet already? Hah! Even you’re scared, eh?”

Belamus remained unmoved. “If there’s a threat on the horizon, it’s only natural to prepare for it. And it isn’t only my life at stake.”

“Tch. No fun to provoke, are you?” Transta muttered, disappointment plain on his face. “Don’t get me wrong—I don’t know that much,” he admitted.

“That’s fine,” Belamus said evenly. “Tell me what you do know.”

“Didn’t I already tell you most of it? About their territories, their numbers, and why they might eventually come after this place? What else do you want?”

“One thing,” Belamus replied. “Tell me where the lords of the forest actually reside.”

Transta hesitated, ears flicking. “Honestly, I don’t know. Well… except for one.”

“Who?” Belamus pressed.

“Amildrè. He’s the one who rules the West. I fought him once—and lost.”

“You lost?” Belamus asked in surprise. “If that’s true, then your stronghold should have been destroyed.”

Transta’s tail flicked as he let out a short laugh. “You’d think so. But after beating me, Amildrè just told me to do whatever I liked. I figure the only reason no one’s attacked me yet, despite the fact that I do as I please, is because I’m technically under Amildrè’s banner,” Transta said with a shrug. “Not that I feel it much—he doesn’t give me orders or anything.”

“Under his banner…” Belamus echoed.

The thought left a sour taste in his mouth. To bend the knee to a monster ruler hardly appealed to him, nor did the idea of being ordered about. Yet if Amildrè truly offered no commands and allowed his subordinates free rein, then the arrangement was ideal. Simply joining in name would buy peace without cost. Perhaps meeting Amildrè and offering to place Beresdral under his protection was the wisest path forward.

As Belamus mulled it over, Transta spoke again. “By the way—what’s become of my stronghold? Tell me.”

Belamus considered his answer. At present, he allowed Transta’s base to be maintained with relative freedom, though of course under watchful eyes. The Legion Ants proved invaluable for surveillance, and so far, there had been no signs of rebellion. The monsters there were training, strengthening defenses, nothing more. It wasn’t that Belamus had hidden this from Transta; he simply hadn’t bothered to report it until now. He gave a brief summary.

Transta listened with a grunt. “Hmph. I’d like to take a look for myself. That a problem?”

“You want to see it?” Belamus frowned. “That could be dangerous.”

“Come on, it’ll be fine,” Transta insisted. He flicked his tail, eyes gleaming. “In this form, I can’t break your spell. I’m stuck as a cat unless you change me back. I wouldn’t even want to run away like this. And if you’re still worried, just wrap a Magic Thread around my neck and hold me on a leash. That way I couldn’t escape even if I wanted to.”

Belamus studied him closely. He was right; such measures would make flight impossible.

“You’re okay with wearing a leash?” Belamus asked.

“Of course not!” Transta growled. “But my men… I need to know how they’re doing. Please.”

The humiliation was clear in his voice, yet so was his sincerity. Even reduced to a cat, he couldn’t forget his subordinates. Belamus couldn’t help but note that, for all his bluster, Transta clearly cared about his team. And in truth, Belamus himself had been meaning to check on the stronghold with his own eyes.

“Very well,” he said at last. “Let’s go.”

“Yes!” Transta yowled, tail swishing with satisfaction. And so, the two set out toward the stronghold.

On the road, Transta groaned. “Can’t you take this thing off already…?”

The “thing” was the strand of enchanted thread looped around his neck. Belamus held the end in his hand, leading him like a tethered hound.

“It was your idea,” Belamus reminded him.

“I know, I know… but it’s even more humiliating than I imagined,” Transta muttered, shoulders slumping.

“Bear with it. I can’t risk you slipping away. Or would you rather turn back to Beresdral?”

“Tch… damn it all.” Transta drooped, ears flat as he trudged along. No matter the indignity, it was clear he had no intention of giving up his chance to see the stronghold.

After some time, the looming walls came into view.

“Ah, at last! My beloved castle!” Transta cried dramatically.

Belamus gave him a flat look. “You’ve only been gone a few months. Hardly long enough for nostalgia.”

Transta’s reaction was nothing if not theatrical.

The stronghold’s gates stood unguarded, no sentries in sight. Belamus led the way inside, following the familiar paths until they reached the great hall.

There, the Legion Ants moved busily about, their lines shifting with mechanical precision. And curiously enough, it was Robe—one of Transta’s former lieutenants—who stood among them, issuing orders as if the place were his own.

Robe was, by nature, a nine-tailed fox, though now he wore the guise of a human. His sharp eyes widened the moment he recognized Transta.

“Lord Transta?!” Robe exclaimed. Then his gaze dropped to the Magic Thread around Transta’s neck, and his face darkened.

“Y-you wretch… how dare you treat my master like some chained hound!”

Belamus raised a hand calmly. “No. This was Transta’s request. He insisted on seeing the state of his stronghold, and this was the only way I agreed to bring him.”

“impossible…” Robe’s voice cracked.

“It’s the truth,” Transta grumbled. “Don’t make a big deal out of it.”

“But… but how can I ignore this?” Robe’s fists clenched. “I… I lost, and so I have no right to object, but to see you like this—! Damn it all…” His expression twisted with frustration and shame.

Belamus, unmoved, changed the subject. “Why are the Legion Ants taking orders from you?”

Robe blinked, then gestured toward the scurrying insects. “We’ve been reinforcing the stronghold. There were so many of those ants around, I gave them commands just to see what would happen. For some reason, they obeyed. That wasn’t your doing?”

“No,” Belamus replied. But inwardly, he guessed the truth: it must have been Medina’s foresight. Strengthening the fortress posed no threat on its own, and she had likely judged it harmless.

Still, a fortified stronghold could one day make them harder to conquer… or easier, if I know its structure intimately. If Transta and his followers remain allies, the improvements will benefit me as well.

Either way, the ants’ help only sped up what Transta’s forces would have accomplished on their own eventually. Better to let them.

Transta shifted on his paws. “I want to check on the rest of my team.”

Robe grimaced. “In your current… humiliating state, my lord, I would rather not let the others see you.”

Transta’s ears flattened. “Tch. You think I want them to see me like this? Of course not! But I have to check on them, no matter what.”

“Is… is that truly what you wish?” Robe asked hesitantly, doubt flickering in his eyes.

Transta had never been the kind of leader to dote on his team. More often than not, he had seemed content to laze about, leaving his subordinates to their own devices. Yet now, his voice carried an unusual weight.

“Since leaving here, I’ve realized how important my team is to me,” Transta said. “I just need to know how they’re doing.”

“Lord Transta…” Robe’s eyes softened, moved by the admission. He straightened, his tone more respectful. “The others are training hard in the new practice grounds. Their defeat weighed on them, and they’re determined to grow stronger.”

“I see. They’re pushing themselves, then,” Transta murmured.

Robe nodded. “They’ve been sparring against warriors from Beresdral. The matches are fierce, evenly balanced.”

“From Beresdral?” Belamus interjected, surprise flickering across his face. It was the first he had heard of this. He had never forbidden anyone from visiting the stronghold, but no one had reported making the trip.

“You didn’t know?” Robe asked, tilting his head. “A few come from time to time, asking to train. We couldn’t exactly turn them away, so we’ve let them in. They’re strong, and my men appreciate the challenge.”

“How often?” Belamus asked.

“About once every ten days,” Robe replied. “Today just happens to be one of those days.”

That explained why Belamus had never noticed—it wasn’t a daily occurrence. Even so, he found himself impressed. That some of his people would seek training on their own spoke well of Beresdral’s spirit.

Together, Belamus and Transta followed Robe toward the training grounds.

There, in the open yard, two figures clashed with wooden blades: Rook, the catfolk warrior, and Ugo, the goblin fighter. Their strikes rang out sharp and steady as they dueled beneath the watchful eyes of their comrades.

Rook was clearly in the lead. But Ugo, his opponent, was no ordinary goblin. After Navasha, he had been the next to achieve the rank of Knight Goblin, and aside from the two of them, no others of that level existed in Beresdral.

“Take this!” Rook shouted, his cry sounding almost lazy. Yet his sword came down with startling speed.

“Guh!” Ugo staggered as his weapon was knocked from his hands. He had strength in spades, but his grip had weakened. They had been sparring for a long while now, and Belamus suspected simple fatigue had sapped Ugo’s hold.

“Damn, you’re tough,” Ugo admitted with a grin. “I can’t beat that.”

“You’re not bad yourself,” Rook replied warmly.

The two clasped hands, acknowledging each other’s effort.

Then Ugo spotted Belamus. “Hey, isn’t that Belamus? What brings you here?”

“Transta insisted on checking on this place himself,” Belamus explained.

“I see,” Ugo nodded. “I’ve been feeling like Navasha’s pulling ahead of me again, so I figured I couldn’t slack off. Been training here. Rook knows a ton about swordsmanship, so he’s been teaching me.”

“A fine attitude,” Belamus said. Truth be told, he had always felt Ugo lacked a certain drive, despite his strength. If rivalry with Navasha gave him that spark, so much the better.

Transta padded forward then, tail flicking. “Rook, you haven’t lost your touch.”

“Lord Transta,” Rook greeted him with a smile. “It’s been a while.” And without hesitation, he reached down to rub Transta’s head.

Belamus blinked, taken aback. Rook was Transta’s subordinate—wasn’t this dangerously familiar? He turned to see Transta’s reaction.

“Oi, Rook! I told you not to pet me!” Transta snapped, bristling.

Rook drew his hand back quickly. “Sorry, sorry. You’re just so cute like this, I couldn’t resist… Wait. What’s with that thread?”

His eyes had fallen on the Magical Thread looped snugly around Transta’s neck.

“I wish I could walk Lord Transta like that!” Rook said, eyes sparkling with childish excitement.

“No way in hell!” Transta barked back, bristling.

Belamus couldn’t help but think that, for all his grumbling, Transta was oddly well-liked by his subordinates.

Ugo suddenly remembered something. “Oh, right. Balbora and Lilli have been here too.”

“Balbora and Lilli?” Belamus asked. “They also come here to train?”

“At first, yeah,” Ugo said with a shrug. “But now they’re done with that. Last I saw, they were hanging out. Got real chummy, y’know?”

“Chummy?” Belamus echoed, surprised.

Ugo scratched his head, thinking back. “Yeah. Balbora hit it off with Robecy, and Lilli with Irina,” Ugo said.

That caught Belamus off guard. During the invasion, Lilli had clashed directly with Irina, while Balbora had fought Robecy. He hadn’t seen those battles firsthand, but he had heard about them from those involved. For bonds to grow after such fights… perhaps they had discovered a strange sense of kinship in one another.

Balbora and Lilli weren’t at the training yard, but Ugo told Belamus they could be found in the dining hall.

So Belamus and Transta made their way there.

The scene was impossible to miss. Balbora and Robecy sat across from each other, tearing into their meals with ferocious intensity. Bowls and plates were stacked in towering heaps around them, already emptied, and still they ate with abandon.

“Ugh… I can’t eat another bite…” Balbora groaned at last, collapsing back from the table.

Robecy barely glanced at him before polishing off the last of his own dishes. He set the bowl down with a clatter, a triumphant gleam in his eye.

“My win,” he declared.

“Tch, what the hell’s with that stomach of yours?” Balbora spat, still catching his breath. “Don’t forget—I usually win when it comes to fighting.”

“Grrr… don’t bring fighting into this!” Robecy snapped back. “In the dining hall, the one who eats the most is the strongest of all!”

He puffed out his chest, utterly serious in his declaration.

No, that’s not how it works, Belamus thought dryly, sighing inwardly at Robecy’s boast.

“You fools…” Robe’s voice cut across the dining hall, tight with fury. He marched toward Balbora and Robecy, his expression thunderous. “How many times have I told you food is precious? Robecy! In this dining hall, the most important one isn’t whoever eats the most—it’s the one who brought the food. And that would be me!”

“R-Right… of course,” Robecy stammered, cowed by Robe’s intensity.

Balbora grimaced and bowed his head. “It was my fault. I’ll make it up to you, we’ll send more supplies from Beresdral next time.”

He turned then and froze, finally noticing Belamus’s presence. “L-Lord Belamus?! Th-This is, um… I just got carried away… I didn’t actually mean to eat that much…”

Belamus’s gaze hardened. “Gluttony is never a virtue. From now on, restrain yourself.”

“Yes, sir… I’m sorry,” Balbora muttered, shoulders slumping under the rebuke.

Meanwhile, Transta flicked his tail impatiently. “Hey, I want to eat too. Robe, bring me something.”

Robe gave him a sharp look. “Lord Transta, you can survive without food.”

“Yeah, but that’s not the point! I want to taste it. Now get me something.”

Robe exhaled heavily. “Fine…”

He returned a short while later with a fish, freshly caught from a river in the great forest.

“Hell yeah, that looks good,” Transta said, tearing into it eagerly.

Belamus watched him gnaw at the fish, shaking his head. In that moment, Transta looked no different from an ordinary housecat.

As his eyes wandered, Belamus noticed Lilli and Irina tucked away in the far corner of the dining hall. Why hide over there? he wondered. The two seemed engrossed in a hushed, serious conversation.

Belamus chose not to intrude. But just as he turned away—

“Wh-What!? Naked with Lord Belamus!?” Lilli’s voice rang out, loud enough for half the hall to hear.

Belamus froze. What on earth are they talking about? Whatever it was, it clearly wasn’t appropriate. It was clear enough that Irina was filling Lilli’s head with all sorts of questionable advice. Left unchecked, Belamus suspected it would only lead to trouble. He strode over to put an end to it.

“Men are simple creatures,” Irina was whispering. “Do that, and they’re yours. You can’t be shy.”

“But… but it’s embarrassing,” Lilli murmured, cheeks burning.

“You mustn’t be embarrassed! Your man has many rival admirers, doesn’t he? Then you’ve got to act boldly! Even throw him down if you have to.”

“Throw him down…” Lilli echoed faintly.

“And what exactly are you talking about?” Belamus cut in, his voice flat with exasperation.

Lilli whipped around, startled. She hadn’t noticed him approach. “L-Lord Belamus?! N-No, this isn’t what it looks like—Irina’s the one saying these things!”

“If that’s the case, then fine,” Belamus said, though suspicion lingered in his tone.

Irina only smiled slyly. “So, the man you fancy is Beresdral’s leader. I knew you had good taste. How about it, Belamus? Why not spend the night with me instead?”

“What are you saying, Irina!?” Lilli cried, horrified, leaping to block her.

Before Belamus could even respond, another voice joined in.

“Oh! Lord Transta—you’re back!” Irina gasped, noticing the cat at last.

Transta flicked his tail. “Just checking in. So, you’ve taken a liking to Belamus, eh? Good. Use that charm of yours, reel him in, and set me free.”

Irina clenched her fists. “Understood! I’ll give it my best shot!”

Belamus sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You know, these kinds of strategies are usually discussed when the target isn’t standing right there.”

He listened to their antics with growing weariness.

Afterward, Belamus and his companions continued their tour of the stronghold. Much to his and Transta’s surprise, they discovered several new facilities—structures Robe had overseen in a flurry of construction. Even Transta couldn’t hide his astonishment at the progress.

Along the way, Irina continued her antics, brushing close and making bold gestures meant to tempt Belamus. He remained utterly unmoved.

“Perhaps the man Lilli likes isn’t interested in women at all,” Irina whispered slyly.

Belamus’s brow furrowed. “It’s not that I lack interest in women. I’m simply not fool enough to be swayed by such clumsy seduction.”

“C-Clumsy!?” Irina gasped, scandalized. Her confidence had clearly taken a blow; she had always believed her charms to be infallible.

They eventually reached Transta’s old chambers, where the cat planted himself stubbornly. “I’m sleeping here tonight!” he declared.

Belamus had no intention of letting him linger. He urged Transta to give up the idea, but the creature clung to the bed with surprising tenacity. In the end, though, it was a simple matter for Belamus to grab him by the scruff and peel him off.

“Damn it all!” Transta hissed, squirming in his grasp.

Belamus gave a small sigh. Pitiful… perhaps I’ll have a better bed built for him when we return.

Once they had toured the stronghold and seen all they needed, they set out for home. Ugo, Balbora, and Lilli accompanied Belamus and Transta back to Beresdral.

When they arrived, Transta stretched and gave a small huff. “Thanks for taking me. I guess, as expected, things run fine without me. Robe’s there, after all.”

His voice carried a faint note of loneliness.

“If you want to return, just say the word. I’ll take you anytime,” Belamus told him. “But you’ll wear the tether.”

“No thanks. Not for a while,” Transta muttered. “There’s no greater humiliation than being paraded around like that.”

With that final exchange, Belamus parted ways with him.

Now then, it’s time I seriously consider how to deal with the monsters who rule the Great Frazes Forest, Belamus thought grimly.

His reflections were cut short by a panicked voice. “Belamus! Trouble! There’s a scary-looking monster standing outside the north gate!”

Belamus stiffened. Already? Has a messenger come? He hurried toward the gate.

There, standing motionless before the entrance, was a man with dark wings, his gaze fixed intently on the town. He was no ordinary Incubus; this one radiated power. He had the aura of a Night Incubus, a form born of several evolutions.

Belamus steadied his tone and called out, careful not to provoke. “Who are you?”

The figure inclined his head politely. “My name is Glavan. I come on behalf of my master, Lord Laval. There is no need to open your gates—merely accept this letter.”

His manner was mild, his voice calm. There was no hint of hostility, no whiff of declaration of war.

So, he doesn’t mean to fight… Perhaps I let Transta’s warnings make me too cautious, Belamus thought, though he kept his guard high.

He descended to the gate to take the letter, every muscle taut, half expecting a sudden strike the moment he came within reach. But Glavan did nothing. He merely handed over the sealed parchment.

“It has been delivered. In five days’ time, I shall return for your reply. Prepare it in writing.” With that, Glavan turned and departed, vanishing into the depths of the forest.

Back inside the gate, Belamus wasted no time breaking the seal. His eyes scanned the message.

“From this day forth, Beresdral shall obey the commands of myself, Laval, and the other lords of the Great Frazes Forest. Know that refusal is not permitted. Should you decline, the entire might of the Great Frazes Forest will march to annihilate Beresdral.”

Belamus exhaled slowly, the absurd demand heavy in his hands.

Though Glavan had delivered the letter with measured courtesy, his master’s will had nothing of the sort.

Belamus continued reading, his anger mounting at the arrogance spelled out on the page.

“Should Beresdral accept vassalage, the following conditions shall be observed without exception:



    	You are forbidden to expand your settlement without permission.

    	You are forbidden to forge ties with other factions without permission.

    	You are forbidden to increase your military strength without permission.

    	You shall obey all commands without question.




These terms are absolute. There is no room for negotiation.”

“Outrageous! How could anyone accept such terms?” Belamus snarled, hurling the letter to the ground. For one so typically composed, his open fury was rare. But the demands all but stripped Beresdral of its freedom. Absolute obedience was the most dangerous clause of all—what orders might be forced upon them? It could mean surrendering everything.

Perhaps, he considered, there was a chance the lords would prove indifferent once Beresdral was shackled under their authority. Yet Belamus could not afford to gamble his people’s future on such naive hope. These were terms he could never accept.

The letter was clear: refusal meant war with the Grand Demon Hall and all the forest lords together.

But why? Why impose such harsh conditions? Transta’s case had been different. He had been beaten by Amildrè, yet left largely free under that monster’s loose authority. And here… they demanded Beresdral submit not just to one ruler, but to all the great powers of the forest, jointly. A shared dominion.

The situation placed Belamus in a far more perilous bind than what Transta had experienced.

If the forest lords had agreed together to administer Beresdral, it meant only one thing: a council had already been held within the Grand Demon Hall.

Belamus knew that Amildrè’s influence would be woven into the enemy ranks, rendering any negotiation futile. He could already picture the outcome: empty words, a false sense of choice, and demands for complete obedience. That, above all else, was intolerable. They were not slaves to be commanded at another’s whim.

He paced through the possibilities, mind racing as he weighed survival against dignity. On the one hand, submission would spare lives, at least in the short term. Yet what kind of life was it to bow forever under another’s heel? Belamus had built this city not merely to shelter its people, but to give them pride, comfort, and happiness. Was he now to throw away all of that for the hollow promise of safety? His hand curled into a fist as doubt gnawed at him. Perhaps the city’s rapid growth had been a mistake. Perhaps it was his own ambition that had drawn this calamity down upon them. If he had expanded slowly, cautiously, their enemies might never have taken notice. That thought stung sharper than any blade.

He refused to surrender to despair; there had to be another way. Even if they marched to war, defeat was not inevitable. The enemy’s strength might eclipse their own, but they could fight tenaciously, force concessions, wrestle free of the demand for total submission. Still, the cost of such resistance would be dreadful. No strategy, no shield could prevent the blood of his people from staining the battlefield. That was the outcome he feared most: victory won on a mountain of corpses.

Another thought surfaced, darker but tantalizing. If the enemy leader fell, their army would crumble with him. A single strike into the heart of enemy territory—carefully chosen assassinations of their strongest monsters—could break the invasion before it began. It was a dangerous idea, and one that carried its own fatal risk. If Belamus failed, Beresdral would lose its leader and collapse from within. He could not dismiss the plan entirely, but he could not embrace it either. It was a gamble too steep, a blade that could cut both ways.

Belamus trusted in his own strength, but he wasn’t arrogant enough to believe he could battle one supreme-class monster after another and return alive every time. The thought of assassinations had been tempting, but when he considered the risks honestly, he could not see a path to victory. He turned over alternative after alternative, yet no strategy promised to break this deadlock completely.

In the end… is surrender the only path left to us?

That bitter thought was just beginning to harden in his mind when a shout came from the watchtower.

“Belamus! Someone’s coming again! This time it’s a kid!”

It was a goblin on lookout. Belamus stiffened, wondering what fresh complication awaited them now, then headed for the northern gate where the intruder had appeared. From atop the rampart, he looked down, and indeed, a child stood outside. A girl.

She was no ordinary child. One glance told him that much. There was something uncanny in the air around her, a presence unlike anything he had felt before, despite all the humans and monsters he had encountered.

“Ah, there you are, Belamus!” the girl shouted brightly. “I’ll be right there!”

His eyes narrowed. She knew his name, somehow. Suspicion flared. Though she had declared her intent to come closer, the gate remained firmly shut. Belamus had no intention of opening it.

Not that it mattered. With a casual spring, the girl leaped into the air and landed gracefully atop the gate, right before his eyes. The feat was so effortless it made his breath catch, and in that instant his wariness doubled. Whoever this was, he could not allow her inside Beresdral.

“Get down,” he ordered sharply. “Leave at once.”

“Huh? Don’t be like that. I finally got to meet you, so let’s talk a little, Belamus.”

His expression tightened. “So, your purpose here is to speak with me?”

She giggled, eyes alight with mischief. “That’s right. You thought I came to destroy Beresdral? Ahaha, nothing like that.”

The girl’s laughter rang with an unsettling cheer, yet her words carried no malice. Belamus frowned. The aura about her was strange, but perhaps he had allowed it to cloud his judgment. Enemy or not, at least in this moment, she bore no open hostility.

“So then, Belamus, are you really planning to surrender to those guys?”

His eyes narrowed. “… And what would you do with that answer?”

“Nothing,” she said with a singsong lilt. “I was just curious, that’s all.”

He could have brushed her off, yet for reasons he could not fully explain, Belamus chose to answer plainly. “Yes. I intend to yield. The chances of victory in open battle are slim, and even if we did win, too many of my people would die. Better to live under another’s banner than to sacrifice them all. If everyone is lost, then nothing has meaning.”

The girl puffed her cheeks in mock disappointment. “Ehhh, that’s boring.” Her expression, petulant and childlike, twisted into a grin. “If Belamus doesn’t fight, then it won’t be any fun!”

His reply came sharp and cold. “This isn’t about fun. Whether it’s entertaining or not has nothing to do with it.”

“It has everything to do with it,” she countered with an airy laugh. “That’s all there is in the end.”

Belamus studied her, struggling to grasp the mind behind those words. Why did she come to Beresdral? Just to toy with me? To hear whether I’ll fight or surrender?

Aloud, he said, “Whether you find it interesting or not has nothing to do with me. Leave this place at once.”

She only smiled wider. “Of course it has to do with me. After all, I’ve been watching you all along, Belamus. Sometimes I even nudged things along myself.”

He frowned. “Nudged?”

“Mmhmm. Remember when your father marched against you? That was my doing.”

For a moment, the words didn’t land. Then memory struck: of that battle, of the monstrous army that had appeared to support his father. Among them had been a powerful figure, the Emperor Lizardman known as Barth.

Belamus’s eyes hardened as the memory clicked into place. “I see… Barth was one of yours,” he said, his voice low and edged with realization.

“Correct!” she said gleefully, as if praising a student who had answered well. “Things in Beresdral were going so smoothly, it was getting dull. So, I stirred the pot. And you, Belamus, were amazing! You repelled them splendidly.”

Her voice brimmed with amusement, not a trace of guilt.

Amildrè leaned forward with a playful glint in her eyes, her tone singsong as she pressed her point. “That’s why I want to see you fight. Surrender doesn’t suit you at all.”

Belamus’s glare sharpened, his voice heavy with disdain. “And after everything you’ve just admitted, do you honestly think I’d fight just because you want me to?”

She waved her hand dismissively, lips curling into a mischievous smile. “Oh, I never said you had to fight for my sake. But are you really sure about this? If you become their vassal, I’ll mostly leave you alone, but the others won’t be so kind. If they see someone they like, they’ll demand tributes. Cute little girls might be forced to ‘serve.’” Her eyes sparkled wickedly as she added, “Like that darling Delarosa, for example.”

The mention of Delarosa made Belamus’s blood surge with fury. He clenched his jaw, forcing the rage down. Yet the truth of her words gnawed at him. To submit meant to obey, no matter how vile the order. Refusal would no longer be an option.

Amildrè tilted her head, still wearing that insufferable grin. “Well? Are you really okay with that?”

Belamus ground out a reply, voice low with frustration. “But… there’s no way we can win.”

She gave a mock gasp, eyes alight with mischief. “Want me to help you, then? I could lend a hand.”

His eyes narrowed in surprise. “What?” Her offer had been so unexpected he almost doubted his own ears. Belamus’s tone hardened with skepticism. “They’re your allies, aren’t they?”

Amildrè burst into a laugh, waving both hands as if to brush the idea aside. “Allies? Not at all! I hate them. I’ve wanted to smash their faces in for ages, but it sounded like too much trouble, so I let them be. But if they were gone, I’d be thrilled. Those guys are nothing but pests.”

Her voice brimmed with venom, her cheerful mask unable to hide the genuine loathing beneath. Belamus could not deny that with her strength, the odds of victory would improve drastically compared to fighting alone. And yet… trust her? Ally himself with the very one who had once plotted to bring Beresdral down?

His voice cut cold through the air. “I don’t trust you. You commanded Barth, and you unleashed him against us.”

Amildrè pouted, her tone almost childish. “Oh, that? That was just a game. And nobody even died, right? So, it’s fine.”

Belamus’s expression darkened. Fine? In truth, during the battle with Renest, it had been sheer luck that no lives were lost. If fate had tilted only slightly, his people would have been slaughtered. To dismiss it with laughter was beyond forgiveness.

Belamus’s voice was edged with suspicion, his gaze locked on her. “Why should I believe you’d fight alongside me? You’ve always taken pleasure in watching me struggle from the sidelines. If you give me a reason to fight now, isn’t it just so you can sit back and enjoy the show?”

Amildrè wagged a finger, her singsong tone light and teasing. “Not at all. This time, I just think it might be fun to fight together with you, Belamus.”

He fell silent, weighing her words carefully. She wasn’t wrong; submission would hardly guarantee happiness for Beresdral. Yet trusting her felt like stepping onto a blade’s edge. Could he truly risk the lives of his people on the whims of someone so capricious?

Amildrè’s tone shifted, a faint hint of annoyance coloring her words. “You know, if I really wanted to trick you, I wouldn’t have told you about that little scheme with Barth. I told you everything because I do want your trust. Isn’t that obvious?”

Belamus acknowledged the logic, though uneasily. If she had kept silent, he never would have connected Barth to her. And yet, to demand his trust on that basis alone still struck him as brazen.

The girl’s expression softened as she spoke more gently, almost like a tutor correcting a stubborn student. “Belamus, you shouldn’t carry this all on your shoulders. Talk it over with your people—decide together whether to fight or surrender. Beresdral isn’t just yours; it belongs to everyone. Their voices matter too. And if they choose to fight… well, I’ll join in as well.”

Her words, though unwelcome from her mouth, struck home. Belamus felt the weight of their truth. He had been narrowing his focus, trying to bear the burden alone. To ignore the will of his citizens and decide unilaterally would be wrong.

He straightened, answering with quiet resolve. “Not because you told me to, but yes—you’re right. I should speak with my people. My view has been too narrow.”

Amildrè’s lips spread into a bright, satisfied smile, and she bobbed her head enthusiastically. “Exactly. That’s the spirit.”

Belamus strode through the streets of Beresdral, intent on spreading word that the citizens must gather at once. His steps were brisk and purposeful until he realized he wasn’t walking alone.

He turned sharply. “Why are you following me?”

Amildrè only hummed, skipping along behind him with a child’s grin. “Why not? There’s nothing wrong with it.”

“There’s everything wrong with it,” Belamus snapped. “Go back to wherever it is you live.”

She pouted theatrically, her voice lilting. “How mean. I told you I really want to help. And I know their weakness, you know?”

Belamus narrowed his eyes. “Their weakness?”

She tossed her hair, feigning indifference. “But if you’re just going to shoo me away, then I won’t tell you.”

Her attitude was needling, equal parts petulant and smug. Belamus’s jaw tightened. She was infuriating, but he couldn’t deny the truth. If battle was inevitable, her cooperation would be indispensable. Dismissing her too harshly might close off that option entirely. With a reluctant sigh, he relented.

“Fine. Stay if you must. But don’t interfere.”

“Of course, of course,” Amildrè replied lightly, though her breezy tone did nothing to ease his doubts.

A startled cry suddenly rang out from the side of the road. “A-Amildrè!?”

Belamus looked down to see Transta, eyes wide with fear, staring up at the girl who had followed him.

“Wh-Why are you here?” the catlike creature stammered. “Have you come to finish me off?”

Amildrè waved a hand dismissively, her expression as airy as ever. “Oh, please. I don’t care about you anymore, Transta. You’re not worth the trouble.”

“What—not worth the trouble?!” Transta bristled, his fur standing on end, though bound in a cat’s body, he was powerless to act.

Belamus watched silently, reading the exchange. For the briefest moment, he had wondered if this girl might only be someone masquerading as Amildrè. But Transta’s panicked recognition erased any such doubt.

Turning away from the confrontation, Belamus moved on with grim determination. He sought out those who bore responsibility in Beresdral—Ellency, Balbora, Liza, Ugo, Medina, Lilli—and asked each to summon the people. Soon, the entire city would gather in the square.

Several hours after Belamus had given the order, the central square was filled nearly to capacity. Countless monsters had gathered—goblins, orcs, Lizardmen, and others—all those who now called Beresdral home. Belamus looked out over them and marveled at how far they had come. Once, this city had been nothing more than a gathering of goblins; now it had grown into a true community. And yet, gazing upon the faces of Beresdral’s citizens, he felt the weight of responsibility press hard upon him. These were lives he could not squander, people he could not allow to be cast into misery or death.

From the crowd, a goblin cupped his hands to his mouth and called out. “Belamus, what’s this meeting about?” Another piped up, pointing toward the girl at his side. “And hey, who’s that little one with you?”

Belamus’s expression grew firm. It was time to speak. He stepped forward, his voice carrying across the square. “I called you here today because I find myself at a loss. I am faced with a choice I cannot resolve alone. And so, I want us to decide together, as one people.”

A ripple of unease passed through the assembly. Never before had Belamus admitted uncertainty or asked for counsel. Until now, he had always decided matters himself and led them through every hardship. If even he claimed to be unsure, then the problem must be grave indeed. Many looked troubled, wondering whether they could offer advice at all.

Belamus told them everything: the letter that had arrived, the demands it carried, the true identity of the girl standing beside him, and the dangerous offer she had made. He left nothing hidden.

One by one, their faces hardened with understanding. No one interrupted; all listened in solemn silence. They knew this was no ordinary dilemma. All of them had been born and raised in the Great Frazes Forest. They knew its brutal harshness, and they could well imagine the overwhelming strength of those who ruled it.

When Belamus finished, the crowd fell into heavy contemplation. No one dared to answer at once. The silence stretched, thick and tense, until at last, one voice broke through.

“I believe we should fight,” said a deep, steady voice.

All eyes turned toward the speaker. To Belamus’s surprise, it was Balbora, the orc chieftain, who had spoken first.

Belamus had not expected Balbora to speak out so forcefully. The orc was not the type to push his will onto others. In truth, Belamus had thought him someone who, at a time like this, would argue for safety and favor submission.

Surprisingly, Balbora’s deep voice rang out with conviction. “I’ve been here since the days when Beresdral was just a handful of huts. I’ve seen how much it’s grown. To bend the knee is no different from giving it away. And I won’t let that happen. I won’t hand over the city we built with our own hands.”

His words burned with passion, igniting the crowd. One monster after another began shouting in support.

“That’s right! We won’t surrender Beresdral without a fight!”

“Better to fight and win than sit meekly in chains!”

“If surrender means living like slaves, I’d rather die on the battlefield!”

As Belamus listened, it became clear: nearly all of them wanted to fight.

He raised a hand for silence, his voice firm and grave. “Understand this: If we choose war, many of us may die. And even with Amildrè’s promise to fight at our side, I cannot say she is trustworthy. Knowing this, do you still choose to fight?”

He asked the question not to dissuade them, but to test their resolve. If they could answer with certainty even after hearing the worst, then he too would steel his heart.

A roar rose up from the square. “Of course we’ll fight!”

Another shouted, tusks bared. “Who cares if that girl can’t be trusted? If she sides with us, our chances improve. That’s enough for me!”

More voices followed, one after another.

Ellency, leader of the Alraune, stepped forward, her composure as calm as ever. “We of the Alraune also choose battle. To let another force decide our fate at this stage is unthinkable.”

Beside her, Medina bowed her head respectfully, her tone measured. “The Legion Ants will also march. Allow us to repay the debt we owe you, Belamus.”

Balbora clenched a massive fist and thrust it skyward, tusks gleaming. “And the orcs, as I said before, will fight to the last. If the rest of you had chosen surrender, we’d have gone alone to crush those arrogant monsters who dare demand our submission!”

His declaration was met with a thunderous chorus of voices. Beresdral had chosen its path.

Lilli spoke up next, her tone earnest, though her eyes shone with mischief. “Some of the imps are frightened, but if we fight, they’ll stand firm. We’ll fight for you, Belamus.” With that, she leaned in as if to embrace him. Belamus shifted aside smoothly, dodging her attempt without missing a beat.

From the edge of the square, Transta’s gruff voice carried up, though his body was still trapped in the form of a cat. “I don’t have much of a force left—thanks to you lot wrecking my base—but my people will fight too. Just one condition: when the time comes, undo my seal. In this body, I can barely catch mice, let alone take down an enemy.”

Belamus gave a slight nod. Even Transta was ready to fight.

Then Liza stepped forward, steel flashing as she drew her blade and raised it skyward. “For Lord Belamus, of course I will fight!” she declared, her voice ringing with pride.

Navasha cracked her knuckles with a grin. “Do you even need to ask? No one’s gonna take Beresdral from us!”

Beside her, Medello straightened her back despite the tremor in her voice. “Y-Yeah… I’m scared, but I’ll give it everything I’ve got!”

Finally, Delarosa stepped out from the crowd, her eyes steady and filled with resolve. “Belamus… let’s fight. For our future.”

Her words seemed to cut through the last of Belamus’s hesitation. He let his gaze sweep across the crowd—the goblins, the orcs, the Alraune, the ants, all the monsters who had chosen to follow him—and felt their determination resonate with his own.

His voice rose, carrying clear across the square. “Then it is decided. Beresdral will not submit. We will fight, and we will cast down the monsters of the Great Frazes Forest!”
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Belamus’s words rang out across the square, his declaration sealing Beresdral’s fate. A hushed silence followed, the kind that came only when every soul present grasped the gravity of what had just been spoken.

From beside him came a soft, lilting voice. Amildrè tilted her head, lips curling into a sly grin. “Now that’s more like it,” she murmured, her eyes glittering with amusement.

The declaration had bound the people to war—yet to her, it was little more than a game worth watching.



Chapter 2


War

In the days that followed, Beresdral threw itself into preparations for war. Since it was unlikely they would launch an offensive, their focus lay in fortifying the city itself. The defenses they had hastily reinforced before the conflict with Renest had proven insufficient; now, every weakness had to be addressed. Walls were strengthened, weapons forged, watchtowers raised—every able hand was put to work with a single purpose: to make Beresdral unassailable.

It was in the midst of this frenzy that a familiar voice rang out behind Belamus. “I heard everything!”

He turned, and there she was: Mimi, princess of the dwarves. Years ago, he had fought at her side in the Dwarven Kingdom of Crystia. Since then, she occasionally visited Beresdral, and today her timing was nothing short of remarkable.

“You heard about the coming war?” Belamus asked, his tone measured. “Then you understand. This city may well be a battlefield in only a few days. You should find safety while you can, before—”

Mimi’s cheeks flushed red, her small fists trembling as she cut him off. “Belamus, how could you! This is insulting! If there’s going to be a battle, then of course, Crystia will lend you its strength. When friends are in trouble, we stand together!”

Belamus’s eyes widened. “You mean… you’ll send reinforcements?”

Mimi nodded firmly, her golden braids bouncing with the motion.

“But this is Beresdral’s fight,” Belamus countered quietly. “Crystia has no obligation to intervene.”

Mimi’s gaze sharpened with indignation. “Of course we do! Crystia owes its survival to you. If you hadn’t helped us, starvation would have claimed countless lives. We’d have been ruined. This is our chance to repay that debt, and we will.”

Belamus fell silent. He remembered the dwarves’ plight well: their kingdom burdened with too many mouths to feed, their future hanging by a thread. Their gratitude was no hollow gesture.

He also knew what it meant: a nation of nearly one million dwarves could muster a formidable host. And with their mastery of metalwork and engineering, the quality of those soldiers would be as high as their numbers.

For the first time in days, a spark of hope flickered in Belamus’s chest. If the dwarves truly joined their cause, it would mean gaining a powerful ally.

Belamus inclined his head, voice carefully measured. “Your offer gladdens me, Princess, but have you secured your king’s permission?”

Mimi blinked, then gave a sheepish laugh. “Huh? No, not yet. I only found out about all this after I got here. But once I return, I’ll convince my father to send reinforcements, without fail!”

“I see…” Belamus bowed his head in gratitude. “Then I leave it in your hands. If the dwarves march with us, our strength will be immeasurably greater.”

“Leave it to me!” Mimi said brightly. “I wanted to spend more time here, but under the circumstances, I’ll head home at once. Just wait. I promise I’ll come back with an army!”

With that, she hurried off, vanishing down the road toward the Crystia Kingdom.

If Mimi truly brings a sizable force, then we won’t be without hope… victory might not be impossible after all.

The thought stirred a new sense of courage in Belamus.

From that moment onward, all efforts turned to defense. Builders raised walls, long and thick, higher than ever before, reinforced to withstand even an assault from the skies. Foundations were hardened by magic until they were nearly indestructible. Beresdral would not fall easily.

Yet as work continued at a fevered pace, an envoy from the enemy arrived. He asked for no reply, only cast a sharp glance at the construction efforts before turning back the way he came. He needed no words; the sight of Beresdral bristling with fortifications was answer enough. They had no intention of submitting.

In Belamus’s mind, the conclusion was clear. The invasion would come soon, perhaps very soon. Every day until then must be spent making the city impregnable.

Still, two thoughts gnawed at him. Would the dwarves arrive in time, bringing the reinforcements Mimi had promised? And what of Amildrè? Ever since Beresdral had declared its intent to fight, she had slipped away without a word. No one knew where she had gone, or what she was plotting.

It was entirely possible that Amildrè’s earlier promise of aid had been nothing more than a lie, a convenient trick to push Belamus into choosing war. He had never placed much trust in her to begin with, and now, whether she brought reinforcements or not, surrender was no longer an option. Beresdral had chosen its path. If she failed to appear, then so be it. Their chances would dwindle, but they would fight regardless.

Belamus was mulling over these thoughts when a goblin lookout came sprinting, breathless with alarm. “Belamus! A huge force of monsters is approaching!”

Belamus’s heart clenched. So, it begins. He immediately barked orders for the city to ready itself for battle.

But when the approaching host came into view, the leader at its head was not the enemy. It was Amildrè.

“Don’t worry, we’re allies!” she called, her singsong voice carrying across the field as if this were nothing more than a game.

Behind her stretched a terrifying procession of monsters, each one fully evolved into its final form. They radiated strength, an army unto themselves, creatures that could easily tip the balance of the coming war.

Belamus’s jaw tightened. If he let them in and Amildrè chose to betray them, Beresdral would be finished in an instant. Yet to turn them away would mean ignoring the single greatest reinforcement he could hope for.

After a moment of hard deliberation, he raised his voice. “The army stays outside. You alone may enter, Amildrè.”

She pouted, lips curving into a mock frown. “Whaaat? You still don’t trust me? Belamus, you’re such a worrier.”

Still grumbling, she nevertheless obeyed, stepping through the gates alone with a light skip in her stride. Her forces remained behind, silent and still, showing no intent of forcing their way in.

Belamus studied the scene with narrowed eyes. So, her soldiers do not act without her word. Or perhaps they believe no one here would dare raise a hand against her. Either way, he understood one thing clearly: Amildrè had once again placed the weight of choice squarely on his shoulders.

Amildrè tilted her head, her smile sly. “Why is it you can’t trust me, Belamus? Honestly, if I wanted Beresdral gone, I would have crushed you long ago. I knew about your little city before it ever grew to this size. If I’d unleashed my army back then, you wouldn’t even exist now.”

Her words carried an unsettling logic. Belamus had to admit she was right. If she’d truly desired their destruction, it could have been accomplished easily in those early days.

Even so, his eyes narrowed. “And yet, you admitted yourself that you’ve enjoyed watching us struggle, enjoyed seeing us fight for our lives. Why come now with an offer to stand at our side?”

“Because,” she replied with a playful lilt, “fighting together might be fun too. And watching you get wiped out by them? Somehow, that doesn’t sound entertaining at all.”

Belamus’s tone hardened. “If you stand against them, you risk your own annihilation. Even with Beresdral at your side, there’s no guarantee of victory. They are far too strong.”

Amildrè only laughed, light and careless. “You’re right. But I don’t fear death. And honestly? I don’t care if my subordinates die either. What I do hate is being bored. I’d rather die than do something uninteresting.”

Her words chilled him. Her worldview was alien, unnerving—and yet, perhaps honest. Even so, she was impossible to trust completely.

As if sensing his hesitation, Amildrè’s grin widened. “Fine. If you still can’t believe me, I brought you a gift.”

“A gift?” Belamus repeated warily.

With a bounce in her step, she slipped back outside the gates, then returned carrying something heavy. When she cast it down before him, Belamus’s eyes widened. It was the corpse of a monster, one he recognized instantly.

“Glavan… the one who brought us the letter demanding our submission,” he said grimly, his voice low with both shock and confirmation.

“Exactly,” Amildrè said cheerfully. “He came sniffing around again, looking for your reply. The moment he turned to leave, I ordered my soldiers to bring him down. If that’s not enough proof for you, I’ll even have his head carried back as my declaration of war.”

This time, it was more than words. It was a tangible sign of allegiance, written in blood.

Belamus stood in silence, then finally gave a sharp nod. “Very well. I will trust you.”

The gates swung open. Amildrè’s monstrous army flowed into Beresdral, yet she gave no suspicious commands, no sign of treachery. True to her word, she severed Glavan’s head and dispatched it with her soldiers, a grim token of defiance against their common enemy.

The thought struck Belamus as he watched Amildrè’s army march away with the slain envoy. “Will they really return alive?” he wondered aloud.

Amildrè only tilted her head with a faint smile, as though discussing the weather. “Oh, they’ll probably be killed,” she said casually.

Her indifference chilled him. She had the face of a girl, but moments like this reminded him starkly of what she truly was: a terrifying monster whose regard for life was alien to his own.

A harsh voice broke into his reflections. “Hey! Belamus! Enough already, lift the damn spell!”

It was Transta, still bound in the form of a cat, his tail lashing furiously. He had been complaining for days that he could not fight like this, begging to be restored. Until now, Belamus had ignored him.

He fixed the creature with a stern look. “If I release you, you swear you won’t cause trouble?”

Transta gave a sharp snort. “Of course not! Amildrè’s already working with you, isn’t she? You think I’d be stupid enough to pick a fight when she’s got an army of monsters at her back? I wouldn’t last a second.”

The logic was crude, but not wrong. With a sigh, Belamus released the binding spell.

There was a shimmer of light, and the cat’s body stretched, reshaping itself into a tall humanlike form. Transta flexed his shoulders, grinning widely. “Ha! That’s better. Can’t stay stuck as a cat forever, my body’ll go dull without training in my true form.” He rolled his arms, stretching like a soldier before battle.

Then his expression turned more practical. “So, where are my subordinates? Still holed up at my base?”

Belamus folded his arms. “I received word they’ve already set out. With you here, they’ll fall in line. They’ll be in Beresdral soon.”

Transta smirked, his tusked jaw set in satisfaction. “Good. Don’t hold back. Use them as you see fit.”

“You don’t need to tell me,” Belamus replied evenly.

Transta’s followers were known for their strength; every one of them was formidable in combat. The only worry lay in two unruly outliers, warriors who preferred to act on their own whims. Still, Belamus doubted they would abandon the fight entirely.

For now, all he could do was wait. The dwarven reinforcements had yet to arrive, but that was no surprise; only a handful of days had passed since Mimi’s departure. The dwarves, Belamus reminded himself, were still far away. Mimi likely hadn’t even reached Crystia yet, and once she did, it would take time to win her king’s approval. Reinforcements, if they came at all, would not arrive quickly. He braced himself for that reality. But the war would not be decided in a single clash. Even if the dwarves appeared only when things grew desperate, that alone would be a blessing.
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Days passed after Amildrè had sent back the envoy’s severed head. In that time, Belamus ordered the Legion Ants to scout tirelessly for signs of the enemy. Each report came back the same: nothing yet.

Are they hesitating? Belamus wondered. Perhaps Amildrè’s defection had unsettled them. Or perhaps, learning of her alliance, they had already abandoned the idea of an assault.

Amildrè only laughed when he voiced the thought. “Don’t be silly, Belamus. Their pride won’t allow that. Once we killed their envoy, war became inevitable.”

Her words carried a certainty that made his chest tighten.

Several more tense days crept by before a cry finally rang out. Medina, who controlled the Legion Ants, rushed forward to deliver her report.

“Lord Belamus! The enemy has arrived!”

His expression sharpened. “Numbers?”

“Not as many as expected,” she said, bowing her head respectfully. “Roughly three thousand in total. But their quality is dangerously high. Many of them have already reached their final evolutions. Powerful monsters, dozens of them.”

Belamus’s jaw tightened. “I see…”

Final evolutions. Monsters of that level could challenge even him. And now, dozens marched against his city. Even if the enemy force numbered fewer than expected, their strength could not be dismissed. With so many monsters at their final evolutions, they would not fall easily.

Belamus raised his voice so all could hear. “Then we proceed as planned. First, we weaken them with the traps the Legion Ants have prepared.”

“Yes, at once!” Medina replied, bowing deeply before sending her commands rippling through the network of ants that obeyed her will.

The Legion Ants had multiplied greatly in recent years. Once a modest colony, their numbers now exceeded ten thousand. Ordinarily, they were set to tasks like mining and resource gathering, their strength used to sustain Beresdral’s growth. But today, every last ant would march to war.

Medina knew what that meant. Thousands of her children would likely be lost before the battle’s end, yet she gave the order without hesitation. She had already steeled herself for this.

Now… let us see how much they can wear down the enemy. Even final evolutions will struggle to withstand a fully coordinated assault.

A single legion ant was hardly a threat. But together, their formations were formidable, and among them stood the General Ants: larger, stronger commanders who could rally the swarm and strike with real force. Even the most advanced monsters would not cut them down easily, especially with traps laid thick across the battlefield.

Belamus let out a slow breath. He could not yet say how much damage the ants would inflict, but he believed they would carve deeply into the enemy’s strength before the true clash began.
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Meanwhile, the army marching on Beresdral advanced in loose, uneven columns. It was not a unified host but rather a patchwork of forces drawn from many factions, each sending its own monsters. Discipline was lax, and cohesion almost nonexistent.

At their head rode Lettl, designated commander for this campaign. The reason was simple: his master, Laval, an Incubus Lord, had contributed the largest contingent to the invasion. By that logic, Lettl, as one of Laval’s retainers, had been placed in charge.

Lettl himself was a Magic Master Incubus, the final evolutionary form of his kind, specialized entirely in sorcery. His master, Laval, had reached the same form but was far stronger. Evolution alone did not determine power; years of training, the harshness of battles endured, and raw talent carved a gulf between them. Lettl had lived more than a century shorter than his lord, and the difference showed.

Surveying the army, Lettl let out a quiet sigh. “Such a disorderly force… The troops from outside Lord Laval’s domain scarcely bother to follow orders. Can we really conquer Beresdral like this?”

Only the Incubus and Succubus soldiers who served Laval directly obeyed him with consistency. The rest—orc warbands, Lamia companies, and others—marched according to their own whims, heedless of his authority.

Worse still, rumors had spread that Amildrè herself had joined Beresdral’s side. Even so, Lettl knew the enemy’s strength was formidable regardless. Victory would not be won through carelessness. Yet welding together so many disparate races was no simple task. All he could do was pray they would fight in earnest when the time came.

As the army pushed deeper into enemy lands, Lettl felt a sudden tremor in the air, a prickling of hostile intent. He raised a hand. “Halt.”

Alas, only the Incubus and Succubus units heeded the command. The orcs and Lamia pressed forward, eager for blood and unwilling to wait. Lettl frowned but did not stop them.

Perhaps this will serve us well. Let them go first. They will draw out whatever ambush lies ahead, and then the rest of us will advance with clarity.

The thought brought a thin smile to his face as the vanguard marched recklessly into the unseen trap.

Lettl reined in his troops and kept his distance, eyes narrowing as he observed the monsters who had pushed recklessly ahead. Shapes moved between the trees, creatures he had never seen before.

What are those? Ants? White… and enormous. I’ve never encountered such monsters.

He did not realize they were Legion Ants, Beresdral’s hidden swarm. All around, the battlefield was laced with crude traps. Orcs and Lamia plunged into pits, while heavy logs swung down from above to crack skulls.

The ambush slowed them, but only slightly. Against humans, such traps would have been lethal. Against hardened monsters, they were little more than an inconvenience. Still, they created openings. The Legion Ants darted forward in disciplined formations, their long spears stabbing in unison at exposed flesh.

Unfortunately, their foe’s hides were too thick, and their weapons failed to pierce.

“Outta my way, insects! Die!” roared a King Orc, brandishing his massive mace. He swung in a wide arc, smashing ant after ant aside. The swarm scattered, broken bodies crunching beneath his blows.

Lettl’s lips curled in disdain. So… they aren’t particularly strong. Just fodder. A distraction at best. If that’s all Beresdral has to offer, they’ll be crushed in short order.

He raised a hand, dark power surging at his command. “Black Fire.”

At once, a massive torrent of pitch-black flame erupted from his palm, sweeping across the battlefield. The blaze engulfed the ants and the forest alike, consuming trees, brush, and any monster caught in its path. The orcs and lamia who had advanced too far were swallowed by the inferno as well, their screams lost in the roar of flames.

Only Incubi and Succubi were born with this power: Black Fire, a signature spell of their kind. Lettl wielded it without a chant, along with a handful of other advanced spells. Still, he knew his mastery paled next to Belamus, who was said to command thousands of incantations without a word.

In this age, only Belamus himself could cast thousands of spells without incantation. For anyone else, even a handful was a rare feat. Lettl knew his limits well.

A furious roar cut through the smoke. “Hey! You bastard, you burned our own men!”

Lettl turned cold eyes toward the orc who had shouted. “They ignored my orders. If any of you disobey again, expect the same fate.”

The orc faltered, grinding his teeth but saying nothing further. Fear was the simplest, most effective way to control a mob, and with that single display, Lettl gained a measure of obedience. The scattered host began to heed his commands more carefully.

The army pressed onward, trampling the charred remains of ants as they advanced. But soon a new force appeared: General Ants, larger and sharper than their kin, stepping into formation to block the path. Their alien appearance made Lettl’s skin prickle.

Stronger than the others, he thought grimly. And indeed, his instincts proved correct. They moved with unnerving speed, confusing even veteran warriors. Worse still, under their command, the lesser ants fought with terrifying cohesion.

Then came the real surprise. Unlike their brethren, these units carried not spears but strange weapons: tubular devices that spat metal spheres with explosive force. The dwarves called them guns, but Lettl had neither seen nor heard of such weapons before.

The effect was devastating. Where the ants’ spears had failed, these new arms tore through flesh and hide, dropping powerful monsters where they stood. The projectiles were too fast to dodge reliably, and even elite soldiers fell to the withering volleys.

Lettl’s jaw tightened. He had no choice. Raising his hand once more, he barked, “Black Fire!”

The black conflagration roared outward, engulfing General Ants and their gun-bearing soldiers alike, reducing them all to ash. The battlefield fell silent save for the crackle of his dark flames.

… Two more times. At most. Any further, and the orcs and Lamia will notice my exhaustion. If they suspect weakness, they’ll turn on me.

More than the enemy, Lettl feared those at his back. He had already cowed them with fire and death; if they learned his strength was waning, their vengeance would be swift.

He clenched his jaw, forcing his features back into calm command. The flames died down, leaving scorched earth in their wake. With no sign of hesitation, Lettl gestured forward. “Advance.”

The army resumed its march, though the shadows of fear now hung over every step.

※※※



“I’m sorry, Lord Belamus… The enemy was far stronger than we anticipated. We hardly managed to bring down any of them.”

Medina’s voice wavered with shame as she delivered her report. Belamus had expected as much, but hearing it aloud forced him to confront the truth—the enemy was formidable beyond measure.

He steadied his tone. “Where are they now?”

“Roughly eight kilometers from Beresdral,” Medina answered, lowering her gaze. “They’re advancing cautiously, so their pace is not fast. Still… I estimate they’ll be here in two hours.”

Belamus gave a single decisive nod. “Very well. We’ll ride out to meet them and drive them back.”

He had already chosen those who would stand with him in the vanguard—Delarosa, Transta, and the other strongest warriors of Beresdral. Though the elite were few in number, their strength would be bolstered by the monsters commanded by Merry, the tamer, and by the thousand Legion Ants that had survived the earlier onslaught. To further tip the balance, several of Amildrè’s subordinates would join the strike force.

Amildrè herself, however, declined to march. She lounged carelessly, her lips curved in a smile. “I don’t really like fighting with my own hands, you know. If things get dicey, I’ll jump in. But against this lot? You’ll push them back just fine without me.”

Leaving her behind to watch over Beresdral made Belamus uneasy. But he had chosen to extend trust, and to doubt her now would only cripple their fragile alliance. Besides, if every strong fighter left, the city’s defenses would be dangerously thin. In that sense, her absence from the battlefield was not entirely a curse.

Belamus gathered his chosen warriors, his voice ringing clear and commanding. “Then let us march. We will meet them head-on!”

At his signal, the gates opened, and the vanguard surged forth, Belamus at the fore, leading the charge to intercept the enemy horde.
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The muffled thunder of footsteps carried through the forest as they marched. Belamus raised a hand, and at once the column halted. Even the beasts under Merry’s control froze in perfect unison. The young tamer’s skill was extraordinary; their monsters moved as naturally as if they were their own limbs.

The thick trees blocked their sight, but the sounds of the enemy were close now.

“They’ve stopped, too,” Transta muttered, ears twitching as he sniffed the air. “Must’ve caught our scent. Looks like they’re getting ready.”

Belamus glanced at him. “You can tell?”

Transta smirked. “I’ve got a nose for it.”

“Like a dog,” Belamus said dryly.

At once, Transta’s face turned crimson. “Don’t you dare compare me to a mutt!” he snapped, fists clenching. The insult stung him deeply.

Belamus cut off the quarrel with calm authority. “Enough. What matters is that the enemy is near, and if we strike carelessly, they’ll counter at once.”

Transta exhaled, grumbling. “Yeah. They’re waiting for us to make the first move.”

Belamus’s eyes narrowed in thought, and then he spoke decisively. “Transta, you’ll be the decoy.”

The warrior froze. “What?”

“You’ll charge their front lines alone and cause as much chaos as you can. While their attention is on you, we’ll split into two groups and strike with magic from both flanks. You cannot die, so even if they beat you to a pulp, you’ll rise again.”

Transta’s jaw dropped. “If I go in there alone, I’ll be pounded flat! There’ll be nothing left of me but stains on the ground!”

Belamus’s voice remained cool, unyielding. “And yet, you won’t die. So, there is no problem.”

The former overlord gave a bark of laughter, half anger, half resignation. “Hah! You’re reckless with your subordinates, you know that? Fine, fine. I’ll do it.”

With a shake of his head and a muttered curse, Transta strode off into the trees, heading alone toward the enemy lines, his figure soon swallowed by the forest's shadows.

Transta dropped to all fours, his body shrinking and twisting until once again he wore the shape of a cat. Silently, he padded forward, weaving through the undergrowth. Each step was measured, careful not to stir a single twig or leaf. The enemy ranks loomed just ahead, oblivious to the predator creeping toward them.

When he had drawn close enough, Transta’s body rippled. Fur receded, muscles bulged, and in a heartbeat the feline vanished, to be replaced by his true, towering form.

“ORAAAAAAAH!”

His roar split the air as he lunged forward. A massive fist, harder than iron, came crashing down with bone-breaking force. The blow landed squarely, and the monster before him crumpled instantly, skull shattered like pottery beneath a hammer.

From the enemy’s perspective, it was as if a phantom had appeared out of nowhere, an ambush born of shadows. Shouts erupted, confusion rippling through their formation as the lone warrior tore into their lines.
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“What the—what is that?!”

“It’s Transta! That’s Transta!”

“When the hell did he get here!?”

Just as Belamus had planned, the enemy camp erupted in confusion. Their ranks wavered, and though one officer—likely their commander—shouted desperately for calm, his words carried little weight. All eyes and blades turned on Transta.

And still, Transta laughed as he fought. He was a monster among monsters, his fists smashing through the strongest of their kind. The invaders had been chosen for their exceptional power, yet even facing several at once, Transta did not falter. In fact, he pressed them back, reveling in the chaos.

Only as the minutes dragged on did the tide begin to shift, numbers gradually weighing against him. But by then, the task was complete: the enemy’s full attention was his.

From the forest’s edge, Belamus heard Transta’s battle cry echo across the battlefield. His eyes hardened. Now.

With a gesture, he split his forces, sending them sweeping wide to strike from both flanks. As expected, the enemy remained fixated on Transta, oblivious to the encirclement tightening around them.

From this position, our spells will strike like a hammer from the heavens, Belamus thought. They won’t stand a chance.

Transta would be caught in the blast as well, but Belamus felt no hesitation. That body could not die.

He raised a hand, arcane light flaring at his fingertips. “Saint Breaker!”

The holy spell tore into the enemy ranks, its brilliance shattering the forest's darkness. At once, Delarosa followed his lead, casting the same devastating magic. All around, others loosed their own attacks—spells, arrows, lances of light—anything that could strike from range.

Above, Balbora soared on vast wings, bellowing a war cry as he unleashed a torrent of fire from his jaws. Flames cascaded down like a storm, mingling with Belamus’s holy radiance.

In that instant, the forest battlefield became a crucible of light and fire, swallowing the enemy in chaos.

Belamus did not unleash Saint Breaker once and stop. Again and again, he raised his hand, hurling the blinding spell into the enemy ranks until the battlefield was awash in holy light. Each blast carved smoking craters into the disordered host, scattering bodies and shattering morale.

The invaders had no answer. Assaulted from multiple directions, their lines collapsed almost immediately. With no discipline to bind them, panic spread like fire in dry grass. Some fled outright, crashing into the trees in desperation. Others lashed out blindly, striking at friend as often as foe.

Not all fell so easily. A few of the strongest monsters forced their way through the bombardment, lunging at Belamus’s line with feral roars. But their attacks came singly, and without coordination, each beast charging as it pleased.

Against such chaos, Belamus’s fighters held firm. Three defenders would converge on each attacker, cutting them down with cold precision. Blow by blow, spell by spell, they thinned the enemy’s numbers, grinding down even the fiercest challengers.

In the end, when only scattered remnants of the horde remained, the survivors looked around and saw the truth. Their comrades lay broken or burning. The enemy vanguard still stood, grim and unshaken. The battle was lost.

“This is impossible!” one monster cried, before breaking and running. The rout spread swiftly. Those who had moments earlier bared fangs in defiance now scattered into the woods, fleeing for their lives.

And so, the first clash ended, not in a drawn-out struggle, but in a swift, decisive victory for Belamus and his warriors.
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“Ohhh, so you won, huh? As expected of Belamus,” Amildrè called out as they returned to Beresdral, her voice light and almost teasing, as if the battle had been a minor diversion.

Belamus’s reply was firm, his expression already hardening again. “Do not be complacent. Driving them off once does not mean it is over. We’ll convene a war council.”

“You’re so serious,” Amildrè said with a lazy smile, but Belamus ignored her, summoning the core members of Beresdral to the meeting hall.

The first to speak once they had gathered was Transta, his voice booming with pride. “Clearly, I was the one who did the most this time!”

In truth, no one could deny his claim. He had stood alone as bait, taken the brunt of both the enemy’s assault and their own side’s spells, and somehow endured until victory was secured. His body had been mangled beyond recognition in the end, yet he sat here now, fully restored, as if nothing had happened.

Belamus inclined his head slightly. “I won’t dispute that you performed admirably. But this meeting is not to decide who earned the most glory.”

“What? Then what’s the point? Don’t I get some kind of reward?” Transta demanded, scowling.

“When the war is over, you’ll have as much reward as you can carry,” Belamus answered coolly. Transta muttered under his breath, clearly dissatisfied.

Delarosa folded her arms, brow furrowed. “Honestly, though… weren’t they weaker than expected? The enemy didn’t feel that strong.”

Belamus nodded slowly. “True. Today’s victory came far more easily than anticipated. The reason is obvious: the enemy had no cohesion. They weren’t an army at all, merely a rabble forced to march together.”

Amildrè leaned lazily against the wall, her grin widening. “Well, of course. They threw together a mixed host from all the different factions. And those factions don’t get along in the slightest.”

“I see…” Belamus murmured. “So, they cobbled together troops from rival powers, with no time for shared training or discipline. No wonder they broke so easily.”

It was the only conclusion possible, and in truth, it was no less than he had expected.

“Do you think the enemy will come at us the same way again?” Liza asked, her voice measured and calm. “Logically, they wouldn’t repeat a failed tactic. Instead of forming another mixed host, they might attack us separately, each faction sending its own forces.”

Belamus frowned, considering her words. “That does seem likely… which means we won’t see the same disarray next time.”

Amildrè stretched languidly, her smile sharp with amusement. “Of course not. Honestly, didn’t their numbers strike you as small? They were underestimating you. To them, Belamus and his little city were just some upstart force, nothing worth fearing. And as for me—well, I doubt they believed I’d lift a finger in earnest.”

Belamus’s thoughts tightened like a fist. She’s right. The enemy didn’t feel committed. They held back. Now that we’ve repelled them, they’ll change their minds. Next time, they’ll come in full force.

Balbora, who had been sitting stiffly, spoke up, his deep voice betraying a tremor. “S-So, what we faced… was only a warm-up. The real battle’s still ahead.”

The bravado he had shown before the fighting was gone, replaced by naked unease. In truth, the fear in his eyes mirrored the feeling in the room. Even those who had fought bravely shifted in their seats, their confidence shaken. Victory had come too easily, and now the realization that it had been no more than a test left them with heavier dread than before.

Can we truly stand against them in a full clash? Belamus wondered. The monsters they fielded today were strong, far stronger than ordinary foes. If those same warriors march under proper command, they’ll be nearly unstoppable. Against a disciplined army, do we have any chance at all?

As if plucking the doubt directly from his mind, Amildrè’s singsong voice cut through the silence.

“To be honest, I think a head-on clash favors them,” Amildrè said, her tone uncharacteristically sober. “They’re strong, no matter how you cut it. But they do have a glaring weakness.”

Belamus leaned forward. “A weakness?”

“The lack of unity,” she answered with a grin. “You saw it in today’s battle. They’re fighting under the same banner for now, but those factions are hardly friends. It wouldn’t take much for them to turn on each other.”

Belamus nodded slowly, the idea already forming in his mind. “So… if we destroy whatever thread holds them together, force their factions into conflict, they’ll fight among themselves.”

Amildrè clapped her hands together, eyes bright. “Exactly! Wow, Belamus, you picked that up fast. Smart boy!”

Liza frowned. “But… how do we actually accomplish that?”

“I’ve collected plenty of information on them,” Amildrè said, almost smug. “I’ve always liked having options in case I ever needed to bring them down. The pair most likely to split? Laval and Doma. Their territories are close, their leadership styles similar, but instead of making them allies, it’s made them rivals. They absolutely despise each other.”

Belamus stroked his chin. “So, if we pit them against one another, we can strike elsewhere while they’re locked in battle.”

“Exactly,” Amildrè said with a decisive nod. “The best move is to hit Hopper’s faction in the south. The orcs in the east are too far, and if Laval ends up fighting Doma, they’ll break off their attack anyway once they realize they’ve been tricked.”

“Is Hopper’s faction strong?” Belamus asked.

Amildrè’s smile thinned. “It’s troublesome, yes. But not unbeatable.”

Her agreement sealed the strategy. The only question was how to ignite the conflict.

Belamus fixed her with a steady look. “How do we force Laval and Doma into open war?”

Amildrè’s grin sharpened. “Simple. Laval owns a ring—an Abyss Ring. Incredibly powerful, packed with dangerous magic. He keeps it locked in a vault under heavy guard. Doma has always coveted it. She’s tried to steal it before, and more than once, their quarrels nearly turned into war. If that ring suddenly vanished during all this chaos, Laval would immediately suspect Doma. He’d lose his temper and attack without hesitation.”

“Is this information reliable?” Belamus pressed.

“Absolutely. They’ve fought over it before,” Amildrè replied.

Transta snorted. “Yeah, I’ve heard the same rumor. Didn’t care enough to follow the details, but it’s true enough.”

That confirmed it for Belamus. The plot was dangerous, but plausible.

“But… is it really possible to steal something from a vault like that?” Liza asked, her brows knit in doubt.

Ellency’s expression was equally skeptical. “It seems unlikely. The defenses must be formidable.”

“I can do it,” Belamus said simply, his tone leaving no room for argument.

The room stilled. In his previous life, Belamus had won renown on the battlefield as a wielder of overwhelming magic. Yet alongside those public triumphs, he had also carried out covert missions no one ever knew about—missions that required cunning, precision, and subtlety. In truth, he had always considered infiltration and sabotage his real strength.

No matter how tightly Laval guarded his treasure, his precautions would have been designed to ward off other monsters. Against someone like Belamus, who could command thousands of spells and adapt to any ward or barrier, those defenses would be woefully inadequate. He was certain he could succeed.

Balbora shifted uneasily. “But, Lord Belamus… if you leave Beresdral unattended, and they attack while you’re gone, isn’t that dangerous?”

Amildrè waved a hand, her voice as breezy as ever. “I doubt they’ll come right away. Losing so easily today will have rattled them. They’ve learned Belamus is stronger than they thought, and that I actually intend to fight seriously. They’ll move cautiously now, probably spend time gathering intelligence before trying again.”

Belamus inclined his head but spoke firmly. “Even so, every moment matters. If we delay too long, we may lose our chance. We must act quickly.”

Liza rose from her seat, eyes widening. “Wait, you mean to go now?”

“Yes,” Belamus replied, already on his feet. “This is not something to postpone. Amildrè, can you provide a map to the vault where this Abyss Ring is kept?”

She smirked, snapping her fingers. “Of course. I’ve got a map of the Great Forest. Hey, you there, bring it here!”

One of her monsters scurried off and soon returned with a rolled parchment. Amildrè spread it across the table, her fingertip tracing a spot deep within the woodland. “Here. This is Laval’s domain. Somewhere within this stronghold lies the vault. That’s where the Abyss Ring should be.”

The circle of light from a nearby lantern fell across the map, illuminating the path to their next, most dangerous task. Amildrè tapped the map with a painted nail, pointing to a small castle symbol drawn deep within the forest.

“So, Laval lives in a castle?” Belamus asked.

“Yep. Built himself some ridiculously oversized fortress,” Amildrè replied, her tone dripping with mockery. “Totally out of place in the middle of the woods.”

Belamus studied the mark intently, committing every detail to memory. His recall was flawless; once fixed in his mind, he had no need to carry the parchment.

“Good. Then I’ll depart at once,” he said.

“As always, I’ll come with—” Delarosa began, her voice filled with determination.

“No.” Belamus cut her off without hesitation.

She flinched, stunned.

“You’ve mastered offensive magic, yes,” he admitted. “But beyond that, you’re still far from ready. A stealth mission requires subtlety. You’d be discovered in moments, and I cannot risk that. This time, I go alone.”

Delarosa bit her lip, frustration clouding her face. She wanted to argue, but she knew his judgment was sound. “… Fine. But come back safely. When the war is over… we’ll have children.”

The room erupted in startled whispers at her blunt declaration.

“Wha—Delarosa!” Belamus barked, his composure slipping.

Amildrè burst into laughter, clapping her hands. “Oh, so you’re gonna make babies with Delarosa? Then have some with me too, Belamus!”

“Absolutely not!” he snapped, glaring at her.

Amildrè only pouted playfully. “Boo, you’re no fun. Not that it would work anyway—humans and I can’t really have kids. We’re… too different.”

Her words carried a strange edge. For the first time, Belamus truly looked at her. Her appearance was human enough, but her aura, her presence—none of it was. What manner of monster is she, really? Is this human form just a disguise?

Unease curled in his chest. And yet, with the hall still buzzing from Delarosa’s and Amildrè’s shocking remarks, Belamus turned away. Without another word, he slipped out, abandoning the commotion behind him as he set forth from Beresdral, alone, toward Laval’s fortress.
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As Belamus traveled alone toward Laval’s fortress, Delarosa stood in Beresdral, her fists clenched at her sides. “I can’t just sit here while Belamus goes off on his own,” she muttered, frustration burning in her eyes.

He had rejected her request to accompany him, and she could not deny his reasoning. Yet the sting of inadequacy gnawed at her. Their home stood on the brink of destruction, and still she felt powerless.

“I mean, sure, doing something sounds good,” Navasha admitted, scratching at her cheek in thought. “But what can we actually do right now? It’s not like we’ve got many options. Maybe just hole up here, train, and wait for the enemy to come?”

Delarosa shook her head sharply. “No. I want to evolve. If I evolve and become stronger, I can help Belamus more.”

Navasha hesitated, her ears twitching uneasily. “Evolving, huh… But we can’t. Not without Belamus. He’s the one who always tells us what to eat to evolve. Without him, how would we even know what to do?”

Before Delarosa could reply, a familiar singsong voice cut in. “Oh, but I know.”

Both women turned. Amildrè leaned against the wall with a smile that was equal parts innocent and unsettling.

“You—you really know how to evolve goblins?” Delarosa asked, her voice tight with hope and suspicion all at once.

“Of course,” Amildrè said breezily, twirling a lock of her hair between her fingers. “I’ve been around a long time, after all. Picked up plenty of knowledge along the way. So yes, I know what goblins need to evolve.”

Navasha stepped forward, eyes narrowing. “Then… tell us. How?”

“Let’s see…” Amildrè’s gaze flicked toward Delarosa. “You’re a Sage Goblin now, right? The next stage is High Sage Goblin. For any monster to evolve, two things are required: first, enough strength to support the transformation, and second, consuming the specific creature that unlocks that next stage. So, before anything else…” She tilted her head, her grin widening. “We’ll need to see if you’re even strong enough yet.”

Delarosa swallowed hard, then gave a firm nod. “I’m ready.”

“I want you to see what I’m capable of, too!” Navasha chimed in, puffing up her chest with eager determination.

“Same here! I want you to see me as well!” Medello echoed right after, voice bursting with enthusiasm.

Then, as if a floodgate had opened, the other monsters—goblins, orcs, imps, and more—all crowded around, clamoring to have their potential evaluated by Amildrè. Their voices overlapped in a rising chorus of excitement and expectation.

“All right, all right! I’ll take a look, so just calm down, okay?” Amildrè said with a soothing smile, raising both hands in an attempt to pacify the group.

It seemed Delarosa wasn’t the only one who felt the urge to do something for Beresdral. The feeling had spread—quietly, deeply—to many others.

One by one, Amildrè assessed the monsters’ current capabilities.

“Looks like quite a few of you are ready to evolve,” she said, nodding thoughtfully. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea for everyone to leave this place all at once. We’ll need to go out and collect the monsters required for evolution, and taking too many of you at once would be risky.”

Her reasoning was sound. If they emptied the settlement of too many fighters, they’d leave it exposed to danger.

After a group discussion, they decided that only a few would evolve for now. In the end, the original three—Delarosa, Navasha, and Medello—who had stepped forward first were selected to proceed with their evolutions.

“So, what kind of monster do I need to find to evolve?” Delarosa asked.

“For you,” Amildrè explained, “it’s called a Magic Octopus. It’s a strange creature with eight legs that lives near the coast. Normally, octopuses live in the sea, but this one actually walks on land. It’s pretty strong, so you’ll need to be prepared. Also, since it lives by the ocean, it’s a bit of a trek from here. Could take some time. But the good news is, you only need to eat one.”

“I’d really rather not waste too much time,” Delarosa muttered, frowning.

“I’ll fly you there and bring you back,” Balbora offered, stepping forward with a proud tilt of his chin. His flying speed had gradually improved over time, and he could now cover a fair distance in relatively short order. That said, Balbora still hadn’t reached the level of strength needed to evolve into his final form: the Last Dragon Orc.

“Delarosa, are you sure you need to go?” Balbora rumbled, wings shifting uneasily. “Couldn’t someone else hunt the creature and just bring it back for you to eat?”

Delarosa shook her head firmly. “What? No. I want to take it down myself. And if the monster is that strong, it’ll be dangerous to send someone else.”

“But if you’re gone too long, Beresdral—” Balbora began, his voice heavy with worry.

Amildrè cut in with a dismissive laugh. “No, she’s right about one thing: she does have to go herself. Those things will rot before anyone can drag them back here, and rotten meat won’t trigger an evolution. Unless someone here knows preservation magic?”

Balbora scowled, conceding the point. “Only Belamus, Delarosa, and Medello can cast that spell…”

“Then that settles it,” Amildrè said with a shrug. “Either Delarosa or Medello has to go.”

Delarosa turned to Medello, then shook her head again. “Medello’s healing magic is too important here. If anyone in Beresdral is wounded or falls ill, we’ll need her. Better she stays. I’ll go with Balbora, and we’ll hunt the creature ourselves.”

“Wait a sec, hold it right there!” Navasha snapped, stepping forward, her ears flat with determination. “I’m not evolving again off something someone else killed for me! Belamus always hunted for us before, but this time, I’m doing it myself. I’m fighting, I’m killing, and I’m evolving!”

Delarosa frowned. “That’s selfish…”

“It’s not selfish,” Navasha shot back, eyes flashing. “What if you and Balbora can’t handle the monster alone? You’ll need me there. You know I’ll be useful.”

Delarosa hesitated. The argument had weight. She pressed her lips together, thinking for several long moments before nodding. “Fine. Then you’ll come too, Navasha.”

“Damn right,” Navasha said, folding her arms with satisfaction.

Across from them, Medello fidgeted nervously. “Um… then, maybe I should—”

Delarosa reached out, taking her hand before she could finish. “No. Your healing is too important here. If something happens to the townsfolk, someone needs to tend to them. That’s you.”

Medello’s eyes wavered, torn between duty and desire. “I… I suppose so. But still—”

Delarosa squeezed her hand gently, her voice firm but warm. “Don’t worry. We’ll survive. We always do. We’ll bring the monster down, and we’ll come back stronger. Trust me.”

Medello only nodded in silence, pressing her lips together as if to keep any further protest from escaping. She said nothing more.

Once the tension eased, the group turned back to practical matters. Amildrè, with her usual air of casual authority, explained where the required monsters could be found and even added details for Navasha’s evolution. As for Medello, the creature she needed to consume was already known; Delarosa, herself a Sage Goblin, understood those conditions. Conveniently, the monster lived closer to Beresdral. But there were so many of them that transporting enough corpses for evolution would consume every bit of strength the town could spare.

Ideally, they would harvest not only what Delarosa and Navasha required but also the beasts needed for other villagers’ evolutions. Yet the logistics made that impossible. Carrying even a fraction back would be taxing enough.

So, they prepared. Supplies were gathered, weapons checked, and food packed for the road ahead. Balbora stretched his wings wide, ready to carry them as far as his stamina would allow. Navasha sharpened her claws, the restless fire of determination in her eyes. Delarosa, calm but resolute, made her final checks before they departed.

The three of them—Delarosa, Balbora, and Navasha—set out from Beresdral together, beginning a journey that would test their strength and, if successful, bring them closer to the power they needed to defend their home.
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Belamus moved swiftly through the shadowed wilderness, his path guided not by instinct but by the mental map he had meticulously committed to memory. His destination lay ahead—the castle where Laval was said to reside. The journey was treacherous, not because of the terrain but because of the creatures that lurked along the way. More than once, monsters crossed his path, but he made no move to fight. He couldn’t afford to stir up noise or leave a trail of slain beasts behind him. Slipping through the darkness like a whisper, he bypassed them all, preserving the element of surprise.

At last, he reached the area his map had marked. Looming before him was the castle: an immense, imposing structure forged from dark, weathered stone. Its walls exuded a grim and oppressive energy, as if the very stones had been steeped in malice over the ages. The air around it felt heavier, more dangerous, and there was no mistaking it: this was a place built to house something, or someone, immensely powerful. A place not meant for mortals to tread.

Belamus narrowed his eyes as he took in the foreboding silhouette. Infiltrating this place won’t be simple. If it were humans guarding the place, an invisibility spell would be more than enough. But monsters… they’re another matter. Their senses are far too sharp. Even if they can’t see me, they’ll sense me. I’ll have to mask my presence entirely.

Presence Concealment magic was a rare and advanced form of stealth, one that severed every detectable trace of the caster’s existence. It wasn’t a spell to be used lightly. The mana cost alone made it impractical for anyone without a vast reservoir of magical energy. Even for Belamus, whose current power exceeded that of his previous life, the spell came with strict limitations. He estimated he could only cast it about twenty times before depleting his mana reserves entirely, and that was under optimal conditions. Worse, the effect wasn’t permanent. Each cast would only buy him a limited window, and he would need to recast it periodically as he moved deeper into enemy territory.

Adding to the challenge was the fact that concealment magic did nothing to avoid direct sight. If a monster happened to glance his way, even briefly, no amount of magical stealth would save him. And if his search for the Abyss Ring dragged on too long, he risked running out of mana and being exposed before he could make it back out.

It wasn’t a simple mission by any means. But Belamus wasn’t intimidated. He knew the risks, and he trusted his ability to overcome them.

He raised a hand and whispered, “Sign Block.”

A faint shimmer rippled across his body as the magic took hold. With his presence suppressed, even the most perceptive monster would be blind to him, so long as they didn’t look directly at him. He exhaled slowly, calming his nerves, then invoked the next spell in his arsenal.

“Invisible.”

Just like that, he vanished into the darkness—nothing more than a ghost in a fortress of monsters.

Even in his current state, Belamus’s hearing remained sharp. Every subtle sound around him reached his ears with clarity, but thanks to the intense training he’d undergone in his previous life, he could move in utter silence, leaving not a trace of his footsteps behind.

He sprang down from the top of the outer wall. With a flick of wind magic, he conjured a soft current beneath him, just enough to slow his fall and eliminate any noise upon landing. He touched down without a sound, his descent quiet and controlled. The infiltration had begun.

Getting past the outer defenses was easy. The hard part would come next.

Somewhere inside the castle lay the vault, but Belamus had no idea where it was. Not even Amildrè could help him with that. Though she possessed a magical artifact known as the Farseeing Mirror, capable of viewing distant places, it came with limitations. Creatures like Laval, monsters of immense power, emitted a magical interference that blocked such scrying.

Whether the mirror hadn’t existed during Belamus’s lifetime or had simply never come into his awareness, he’d been completely unprepared for it. That ignorance had allowed Amildrè to spy on him unchecked… until now.

The castle loomed vast and imposing, not just in its breadth but in its vertical reach. There might even be a network of underground chambers buried deep below. With no clues to guide him, searching every corner would be a daunting, time-consuming task. But Belamus wasn’t the type to waste time pondering impossibilities. He needed a way in—quietly, cleanly, and without alerting anyone inside.

The main gate stood tall and wide, certainly large enough to admit him, but there was no telling who might be stationed on the other side. For all he knew, guards were posted just beyond it, and one wrong move would blow his cover. He opted for a more discreet approach.

Moving along the outer wall, Belamus began scouring the castle’s perimeter. Before long, he found several small openings carved into the stone: air vents meant to promote airflow throughout the interior. They were narrow, but just large enough for a grown man to slip through.

Perfect.

This time, he didn’t even need his spell, Magic Thread. The nearest vent was only a short jump above him. He crouched, sprang up, and caught the edge with both hands. Dangling for a moment, he shifted his weight, then pulled himself up and disappeared into the darkness beyond.

The interior of the castle greeted him with silence and shadows. The stone corridors were dim, lit only by the faint glow of half-melted candles clinging to the walls' sconces. Their flickering flames cast uneven light, barely illuminating the space, leaving corners steeped in gloom. Every step deeper into the fortress brought with it the sense of entering a forgotten, sleeping world—one that might awaken at any moment.

The corridors were dim, and Belamus knew that rushing blindly through the gloom risked bumping into something—or someone. He moved with deliberate care, letting silence be both his shield and his ally.

Now then… how am I going to find it?

He didn’t have the luxury of combing through every room. A full sweep of the castle would burn through his magic reserves long before he got anywhere close to the vault. He needed a smarter approach, a method to pinpoint its location without drawing attention or wasting time.

In previous missions like this one… what did I do?

Memories from his past life drifted up: of infiltrations, of stolen intel deep behind enemy lines. He’d done this kind of work before, slipping into enemy strongholds disguised as one of their own, eavesdropping, gathering information through casual conversation or intercepted orders. But this wasn’t a human fortress.

This castle was home to monsters, and monsters weren’t easily fooled by disguises. His usual tricks wouldn’t work here.

And this time, I can’t just steal it and leave… I need to make it look like Doma was behind the theft. The frame job—that’s part of the mission.

The thought settled like a blade in his mind. If he wanted to shift the blame convincingly, subtlety wouldn’t be enough. He’d need to leave behind evidence, disturb the scene, maybe even make a mess of it. Something that reeked of a rival faction’s handiwork.

Yes, a rougher approach might be best.

Decision made, Belamus continued deeper into the castle, his eyes constantly scanning the halls. He began observing the inhabitants, studying how they moved and interacted. Every monster in the fortress had its own personality, its own place in the social hierarchy. Understanding that structure would be key to navigating the space—and exploiting it.

One particular figure caught his attention: a Succubus, striking even in the dim light, with a lithe, almost theatrical grace to her movements. Her name, whispered between passing servants, was Arci.

She was stunning, almost unnaturally so. Her allure was enough to bring most men to their knees with a glance, but Belamus had already cast a charm on himself to shield his mind from her magic. He could observe her with a clear head, and what he saw intrigued him.

Arci was close to Laval, the master of the castle. Not as a lover, it seemed, but something else. Despite the assumption that a Succubus and an Incubus might make a natural pair, their kind rarely sought each other out. For reasons unknown even to scholars of monster lore, their species seemed instinctively drawn to other races. And when they did set their sights on a partner, they were relentless—seducing, dominating, and forcing reproduction to carry on their bloodline.

Succubi might be seen as the embodiment of fantasy for men, but Incubi were far less welcome in the eyes of women, often aggressive, intrusive, and disruptive.

Arci, then, was not Laval’s consort, but she held influence—powerful influence. Belamus watched her quietly, noting how others deferred to her, how her presence shifted the energy of a room. If he wanted to find the vault—and create the illusion of Doma’s involvement—he might have just found his key.

Though romantic relationships were rare between Incubi and Succubi, the two species often got along surprisingly well. Their worldviews were strikingly similar—self centered, indulgent, and power-driven—and those commonalities bred a natural kind of camaraderie. Belamus had noticed as much, but more importantly, he had identified a vulnerability in Arci, one that others in the castle seemed to overlook.

Outwardly, she projected confidence: sharp eyes, measured steps, and a voice laced with authority. But beneath that façade was a persistent unease. Rumor had it she was prone to anxiety, always second-guessing herself despite her status. And now, with a confrontation imminent against Beresdral—a far weaker opponent by every metric—she still couldn’t shake the fear that she might lose. That crack in her composure was exactly the opening Belamus needed.

He waited patiently until she returned to her chambers and was finally alone. The moment was brief, but it was all he required. Slipping inside undetected, he emerged from the shadows and pressed the edge of a glowing magic sword against her exposed neck.

“—?!”

Arci gasped, the sound barely escaping her lips. She couldn’t see him—he remained invisible—but the blade was very real. Her entire body stiffened in shock, a flicker of panic rising in her crimson eyes.

“Don’t scream,” Belamus said flatly. “Make a sound, and you die.”

Succubi were powerful creatures, their bodies overflowing with magic, and Arci was no exception. Her close relationship with Laval was proof enough of her strength and influence. But with a blade at her throat and no clear target to strike, she could do little. Any wrong move might cost her her life.

“T-Turns invisible… Wh-What are you?” Arci stammered, her voice trembling as she pressed back against the wall, eyes darting wildly in search of the unseen intruder.

“You really think I’d tell you?” His voice was cold, emotionless. “Where is the Abyss Ring?”

At the mention of the artifact, something shifted in Arci’s expression. Her wide eyes narrowed into a glare, the fear still there but now tempered by realization.

“So that’s it… You’re one of Doma’s dogs, aren’t you?” she hissed. “They’re the only ones desperate for that thing. I should’ve known something was off—your voice, the way you’re not affected by my charm… Only a Naga could resist me like that. Their kind is completely immune.”

Her gaze flicked toward the space where she imagined him standing, still invisible.

“I don’t know how you’re doing it, what kind of new magic this is, but I get it now. You’ve developed something new to hide yourselves, haven’t you?”

“Naga” was the term used for male Lamia, and though the names differed, their abilities were essentially the same. Belamus had counted on the possibility of a misunderstanding, and now it was playing out exactly as he’d hoped. Arci had drawn the wrong conclusion—completely, beautifully wrong.

“… Where is the Abyss Ring?” Belamus asked coldly, his voice low and controlled as the tip of the magical blade hovered just beneath Arci’s jaw.

“As if I’d ever tell you,” she spat.

“Then maybe this will change your mind,” Belamus murmured, pressing the blade ever so slightly closer, letting its enchanted edge graze the skin of her throat. “If you speak, you live. If you stay silent, you die.”

Belamus’s voice was cold, absolute, with no hint of bluff in its edge. It wasn’t an empty threat. He fully intended to eliminate her without hesitation if she refused to talk. But if she complied, he would spare her—for now. He planned to put her to sleep with magic and leave her alive. After all, he needed her alive to give a convincing testimony that it had been agents of Doma who stole the Abyss Ring.

“I-I… I can’t betray him,” Arci stammered, her voice cracking as her body trembled uncontrollably. Her fear was unmistakable now, just as Belamus had anticipated. She truly wasn’t as composed as she pretended to be.

But fear alone wasn’t a guarantee.

If her loyalty to Laval ran deeper than her fear of death, no amount of pressure would make her talk. In that case, Belamus would kill her and dispose of the body quietly, then move on to try the same strategy with someone else.

“I don’t have all night,” Belamus said flatly, inching the blade closer.

“You’re just going to kill me after I talk anyway, aren’t you?!” she cried, her voice rising in a mix of defiance and desperation.

“If you talk, I won’t kill you. That’s the truth. If you don’t talk… you’ll die. That’s also the truth.”

“Ugh…”

The tip of the blade crept forward, now more than just grazing her skin. Her breathing quickened. The tremors racking her body grew stronger until her knees began to give way. Tears spilled down her cheeks. And then, just as the enchanted edge nicked her skin and drew a thin line of blood—

“F-Fine! I’ll tell you! I’ll take you there! Just—just don’t kill me!!!” Arci cried out, her voice cracking as tears streamed down her cheeks, desperation overtaking whatever pride she had left.

The last of her resistance had shattered.

“Good,” Belamus said calmly. “Then you’ll walk me there. We’ll move through the halls as if nothing’s happened. No sudden moves. No alarms. You understand what happens if you try anything.”

Arci nodded frantically, unable to speak.

Belamus released her from the blade’s hold and helped her to her feet. The sword dissolved into nothing, dismissed with a thought, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He pressed his palm lightly to the back of her neck, his voice a low whisper in her ear.

“I can summon the blade in less than a second. At this distance, you won’t survive it. So don’t try anything clever.”

He wasn’t bluffing. The gesture was calculated to lull her into moving naturally while keeping her under tight control.

Face pale and drenched in cold sweat, Arci nodded again. Then, without a word, she began walking. Her steps were small and hesitant, but she obeyed.

Belamus followed, invisible at her side, his senses heightened for any flicker of betrayal. He had already planned for the worst, and if Arci changed her mind mid-route or tried to alert someone, he’d be ready.

One of Belamus’s backup plans had been brutally simple: kill Arci immediately, then charge through the castle, cutting down a handful of monsters while shouting demands for the Abyss Ring. If he left a trail of corpses and chaos behind him, Laval would naturally assume that Doma’s agents had broken in, slaughtering his subordinates in search of the artifact. The frame-up would be crude, but it might still be enough to justify open conflict between the two powers.

Still, stealing the ring outright would create even stronger justification. If Doma’s name was going to be used as the scapegoat, then giving Laval a tangible loss—one worth pursuing—would all but guarantee the escalation Belamus sought.

Fortunately, that contingency wouldn’t be necessary. Arci behaved exactly as Belamus hoped: no alarms, no attempts to escape, no sudden change of heart. Without incident, Belamus followed her through the corridors until they arrived at a secure vault hidden deep within the castle.

“We’re here… but to open it, you’ll need… a key…” Arci murmured, glancing nervously toward the locked door.

“You’ve done well,” Belamus said calmly.

Before she could speak again, he cast a sleep spell. Arci’s eyes fluttered, then closed as she collapsed silently into his arms, sinking into a deep magical slumber. She wouldn’t wake for several hours—plenty of time to finish the job and disappear without a trace.

Naturally, Belamus had already accounted for the vault’s security. He had long since mastered unlocking magic; there wasn’t a door in the world he couldn’t open.

He stepped forward, extended one hand, and spoke the spell with quiet confidence: “Unlock.”

A sharp metallic click echoed through the chamber. The heavy mechanism disengaged with a satisfying clunk. The magic had worked perfectly. He pulled the vault door open.

Inside was a collection of rare and valuable items, but one stood out immediately: a ring. Jet black. Deeper than shadow, darker than ink. It was the kind of black that swallowed light, as if the air around it had been hollowed out.

It matched the description Amildrè had given him exactly.

Without hesitation, Belamus reached in and took the ring.

Before leaving, he carried Arci a short distance and placed her in a location where she would be easily discovered, another piece in the illusion he was crafting. She would awaken later with no knowledge of what had happened after she led the intruder to the vault, and her testimony would serve to reinforce the lie.

With everything in place, Belamus vanished from the castle.

Now, all he had to do was wait and let the theft blossom into a full-scale war.

※※※



“Uh, so… the Magic Octopus hangs out near the coast, right?”

Balbora spoke aloud to no one in particular as he soared through the sky at full speed, cutting across the clouds like a streak of lightning.

His destination was one of the most dangerous regions known to man, a place called the Shadowed Coast. The beach there stretched in an endless line of ash-gray sand, and rumor had it that the area teemed with monsters. The ocean itself was a deep, inky black, and it was said that anyone foolish enough to enter the water would be devoured alive by the savage beasts lurking below the surface.

Technically, the Shadowed Coast lay within human territory. But no humans dared approach it.

Balbora’s flight path took him directly over populated lands, so of course, people saw him. Yet none of them attempted to stop him. The moment they caught a glimpse of his massive silhouette against the sky, panic swept through the villages. Seeing that he simply passed overhead without attacking, most could only breathe a shaky sigh of relief, grateful to be left alone.

“Fasterrr! We can’t be late getting back, you know!” Delarosa’s impatient voice rang out from his side.

“I knooow! This is my top speed, okay?!” Balbora snapped back, clearly irritated by the constant nagging. He was already burning through a significant amount of magical energy just to maintain his flight speed, and even so, the journey had taken far longer than either of them had hoped.

Ten days had passed since they left Beresdral.

“Hey, is that it?” Balbora squinted ahead. Finally, the sea came into view, pitch-black and ominous, exactly as described. A long strip of dull gray sand bordered the dark waves. It was unmistakably the place Amildré had described.

Even from the sky, they could make out movement along the shoreline. Countless monsters milled about, their strange, grotesque shapes barely resembling anything they had seen before. These were not the types of creatures found in the forests of Frazes. These things were warped, unnatural, fragments of nightmare given form.

Delarosa shuddered. An instinctive chill ran down her spine. “Ugh… I really don’t wanna fight those…”

Balbora snorted. “Oh come on, yeah, they’re creepy as hell, but if we don’t fight, we don’t get anywhere, right?”

Navasha’s voice chimed in with a dry, exasperated tone, clearly unimpressed by the dramatics. “Let’s look from the air first. The Magic Octopus is supposed to have eight legs, all twisty and wiggly, and it’s blue, right? Honestly, just hearing that doesn’t exactly help me picture it.”

Balbora muttered the description doubtfully, narrowing his eyes as he scanned the landscape below. Despite Amildré’s certainty, he still wasn’t entirely convinced such a creature even existed.

They scanned the shoreline from the sky, gliding slowly in wide arcs. As long as they stayed airborne, all three of them felt secure. After all, the monsters below had no wings. The sky was supposed to be safe.

They would soon learn otherwise.

“Hey, what the hell is that? It’s… seriously chugging seawater.” Balbora’s voice cracked with disbelief as he pointed toward the beach.

Below, a bizarre creature stood near the dark surf. Its face resembled a fish, complete with gills and bulbous eyes, but its body was humanoid—bipedal, muscular, and slick with seawater. The creature knelt beside the inky waves, gulping down mouthful after mouthful of black seawater with almost frantic intensity. Its cheeks ballooned grotesquely with every gulp.

Does it really need to drink that much? the group silently wondered. But in the end, they chalked it up to just another weird monster behavior—nothing more than a curiosity.

Until it turned toward them.

Without warning, the creature puffed out its swollen cheeks and unleashed a high-pressure blast of seawater straight into the sky. The water shot upward at blistering speed, faster than any of them expected.

“Shit—!” Balbora couldn’t dodge in time.

Before the blast struck, Delarosa reacted on instinct. A shimmering magic shield bloomed in front of them, catching the torrent just in time. The water crashed against it with a deafening roar, splashing out in every direction before falling harmlessly back to the beach below.

Then came another blast. And another. The creature didn’t stop, spraying again and again, turning the sky into a firing range.

“Light Arrow!” Delarosa fired back without hesitation. A radiant spear of light launched from her hand and pierced the monster’s skull with a clean, sharp crack. It collapsed instantly, lifeless.

They had barely taken a breath of relief when the surface of the black ocean began to ripple.

More of them.

One after another, the same fish-headed monsters emerged from the water—dozens, maybe more. Their gills flared wide in agitation, their cheeks inflating as they drew in massive amounts of water. They were furious and retaliating.

“B-Balbora! Get us higher—fly up, quick!” Delarosa shouted, panic tightening her voice as she clung to his back, eyes wide with fear.

“I can’t! I’m maxed out up here! We’re pulling out!” Balbora barked over his shoulder, wings straining against the air as he forced them into a hard turn, jets of seawater slicing past beneath them.

With the monsters targeting them relentlessly from below, the trio broke off and fled inland, putting as much distance between themselves and the coast as they could.

Once they were safely out of range, they landed behind a rocky outcropping. Tension hung heavy in the air.

“Well, so much for the sky being safe,” Navasha muttered, her voice edged with annoyance. “Can’t even scout from above without getting shot down.”

“But searching from the ground’s gonna be way harder,” Delarosa groaned.

“Hard or not, we don’t have a choice,” Navasha snapped, clearly irritated. “Damn it. Of all the monsters we had to run into…”

Frustrated but undeterred, the three of them took a deep breath and began making their way quietly back toward the coast—this time on foot, creeping through the underbrush, hidden from the eyes of the enemy.

The shoreline was littered with corpses.

The fish-headed monsters from earlier now lay sprawled across the sand, their twisted bodies mangled and broken. It wasn’t clear how many had escaped back to the sea, but the message was obvious: something even stronger had claimed this stretch of coast. Something deadly. Even the terrifying creatures that had driven them from the sky had fallen prey to this unforgiving environment.

They soon found out what had killed them.

A hulking black crab, massive and armor-plated, came lumbering across the sand. Its name echoed in Delarosa’s memory: Black Gigant Crab. With a crunch of chitin and bone, it grabbed one of the fish-headed corpses in its monstrous claw and began to devour it, cracking the body like a nut.

“Whoa… big crab,” Delarosa whispered, eyes wide. “And it’s got a lot of legs, but it’s black… definitely not our guy.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” Balbora muttered, squinting at the beast. “Wrong number of limbs, wrong color. Not the monster we’re looking for, just ignore it.”

The three of them began to back away, careful to stay quiet and unseen. But the moment they turned, the crab’s gleaming eyes snapped in their direction.

They hadn’t made a sound, but it had still noticed them.

Its movements were deceptively fast. With a sideways scuttle, the Black Gigant Crab lunged toward them at a speed that defied its bulky appearance.

Its massive claw came crashing down, aimed directly at them, but Navasha was already there, sword raised. She intercepted the blow with a hard block, metal shrieking against the thick shell. Without missing a beat, she twisted her grip and slashed downward at one of the crab’s joints, her blade biting deep into the armored seam.

With a brutal slice, she severed one of its enormous pincers.

Before the creature could recover, Balbora let out a roar and exhaled a stream of searing flame—Fire Breath—that engulfed the crab in a column of red heat. The beast shrieked and staggered, its shell blackening and cracking, but it wasn’t finished yet.

Delarosa stepped forward, her expression hardening.

“Dragon Fire!” she cried, thrusting both palms forward.

A second wave of flames, even hotter than Balbora’s, surged from her fingertips and slammed into the crab’s exposed underside. This time, it collapsed—fully cooked, smoking, and motionless.

A rich, savory scent wafted through the air.

Balbora’s eyes gleamed.

“Mmm… that actually smells amazing,” Balbora murmured, licking his lips as the scent of roasted crab wafted past. His eyes sparkled with barely restrained hunger.

Before he could take a step closer, Navasha shot him a glare. “No time for a snack! We’re here to find the Magic Octopus, remember?!”

“Aw, come on… Just one leg?” Balbora grumbled, but he turned away with a mournful sigh.

They resumed their search along the coastline, weaving carefully between rocks and dunes. Though they moved with caution, the area was thick with monsters, many of them unnervingly sharp-sensed.

The monsters they had encountered so far hadn’t been strong enough to cause much trouble, so their energy remained largely intact. After wandering the desolate shoreline of the Shadowed Coast for several hours, their patience was finally rewarded.

“Hey! That’s gotta be it!” Navasha cried, stabbing her finger toward the horizon.

Looming in the mist was a massive creature with rubbery blue skin and writhing tentacles. It was unmistakably some kind of octopus, though none of the three had ever even heard of such a beast, let alone seen one with their own eyes.

“Ugh, that’s… disgusting,” Delarosa muttered, recoiling.

“Delarosa, you know you’ve gotta eat that thing once we kill it,” Navasha teased, flashing a wicked grin.

“What? No way! I’d rather choke down a spider than that slimy thing!” Delarosa’s face twisted in revulsion. The monster’s shape alone seemed impossibly far from anything edible.

“Save the debate for after we take it down! Let’s go!” Without waiting, Navasha surged forward.

The timing couldn’t have been better—there wasn’t another monster in sight near the creature. If they were going to strike, this was their chance. But as Navasha closed the distance, the Magic Octopus turned, its eyes flashing ominously.

In the next instant, water speared through the air like arrows, aimed straight at her. The velocity was frightening, but she twisted aside at the last moment, narrowly evading the barrage.

“It—it’s casting magic!” Delarosa exclaimed, wide-eyed.

Sure enough, the monster had unleashed a spell without a single chant or incantation. And it wasn’t just once. Again and again, streams of water shot forth with relentless precision.

It was the kind of monster that didn’t need words to activate its abilities—silent casting, limited in scope but terrifyingly fast. The spells themselves weren’t particularly advanced, mid-tier at best, but the sheer volume was overwhelming. Where a trained mage would struggle to fire even a handful of shots in succession, the Magic Octopus unleashed ten, twenty volleys in rapid succession as though it were nothing at all.

The three dodged, deflected, and withstood the barrage as best they could, clinging to every scrap of footing amid the monster’s relentless onslaught.

“Dragon Fire!” Delarosa roared, thrusting his hand forward.

The spell erupted from her in the form of a blazing dragon, its fiery jaws snapping as it soared across the battlefield. She avoided using Saint Breaker; its overwhelming power would have annihilated the creature outright, far too destructive in this situation. Dragon Fire, though, was different: controlled, precise, and devastating against the right target.

The infernal beast tore into the Magic Octopus, and the effect was immediate. The creature writhed in agony, tentacles thrashing as flames licked across its skin. Fire was clearly its weakness, but its resilience was monstrous; even burning, it stubbornly endured.

With a furious screech, it swung one massive arm and swept it toward the party, aiming to crush them in a single blow. Balbora hurled himself forward to intercept. He caught the tentacle in both arms, muscles straining as the sheer force rattled through his frame.

“What—!? It stuck to me!?” he snarled. The suction cups clamped tight against his body, locking him in place. The Magic Octopus yanked, intent on slamming him into the ground like a ragdoll.

Before it could, Navasha’s blade flashed. With a clean arc, she carved through the thick appendage. Her sword bit so sharply that the tentacle separated in a single stroke.

Balbora was hurled skyward in the recoil, but he managed to snap open his wings, catching the air just before he could crash back down. Hovering, he clawed frantically at the suction cups until they finally peeled free.

“Damn close… You saved my hide, Navasha,” he shouted, still circling overhead.

“Don’t mention it!” she answered with a grin.

Even as the severed tentacle writhed on the sand, the Magic Octopus began to regenerate, sprouting new flesh where the wound had been.

“You’ve got to be kidding me—it heals?!” Balbora cursed.

“Looks like burning’s the only way to finish it. Dragon Fire!” Delarosa cried again, launching another inferno.

At the same time, Balbora banked in midair and unleashed his own Dragon Breath. Twin torrents of fire roared together, converging on the Magic Octopus.

The monster shrieked, tentacles flailing wildly as the searing blaze consumed it. Its movements grew more erratic, then weaker, until the flames finally guttered out. What remained was a charred hulk, sagging lifelessly onto the blackened shore.

“D-Did we get it?” Delarosa muttered. Cautiously, she edged closer and prodded the corpse with the tip of her staff.

No twitch, no glow of magic—no response at all.

The Magic Octopus lay still, its hulking body sprawled across the scorched sand. It was dead.

“We… we did it!” Delarosa shouted, breathless but triumphant.

“What a bizarre enemy,” Balbora muttered, shaking his head. Then he froze, nose twitching. “Hey… do you guys smell that?”

Navasha and Delarosa turned at once. The monster’s charred flesh, once blue and slimy, had roasted to a deep crimson. And now, on the sea breeze, came an aroma none of them had expected: a savory, mouthwatering scent that made their stomachs growl.

“You’re right,” Navasha said, wide-eyed. “It smells… good.”

“Like something you’d actually want to eat,” Delarosa added softly, inhaling deeply.

“Don’t tell me this thing’s actually tasty?” Balbora muttered, incredulous.

Before either of them could protest, Delarosa crouched down, leaned in, and sank her teeth into one of the monster’s thick tentacles.

“Mmh—amazing!” she exclaimed, eyes lighting up as soon as the flavor hit her tongue.

“You’re kidding!” Navasha gasped.

“No joke,” Delarosa said quickly, already cutting off another bite. “It’s packed with flavor, juicy, and the texture’s incredible! I could eat this all day!” She laughed and, without hesitation, began devouring the roasted flesh with startling enthusiasm.

Both Navasha’s and Balbora’s stomachs gave loud, pitiful growls.

“H-Hey, maybe I could just try a bite…” Navasha ventured, unable to keep the longing from her voice.

“Yeah! Don’t hog it all, Delarosa, share!” Balbora added, edging closer.

“No way!” Delarosa snapped, clutching the roasted flesh protectively. “This isn’t just food—it’s for my evolution! Remember what Amildrè said? One monster each. If even a little gets eaten by someone else, it might ruin the process!”

The rebuke hit home. Both Navasha and Balbora froze, then fell silent, frustration plain on their faces. This mission wasn’t about filling their bellies. It was about gaining power.

So, grumbling, they stood aside, watching Delarosa devour mouthful after mouthful of the Magic Octopus.

Then Navasha’s eyes lit up with sudden inspiration. “Wait! Of course!”

Before either could ask, she bolted across the beach, Balbora quickly following. There, half-buried in the sand, lay the thick tentacle she had hacked off earlier, still intact and untouched.

“The main body regenerated anyway, so eating this piece should be fine, right?” Navasha said, pointing at the severed tentacle.

“Yeah, no problem!” Balbora agreed at once.

Since the limb was still mostly raw, Balbora leaned down and blasted it with a steady gout of fire breath, searing the flesh until it gave off that same irresistible aroma.

“All right, we’ll split it half and half,” he declared, licking his lips.

“Half? Are you kidding me?” Navasha shot back, bristling. “I was the one who cut it off, and I was the one who spotted it lying here! You only get a third.”

“What?! Don’t screw with me—I’m the one who cooked it!” Balbora barked, wings flaring with indignation.
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Their bickering escalated, voices rising as they argued over who deserved the larger share. In the end, Balbora spotted an opening and lunged, biting off just over half the roasted tentacle in one enormous mouthful.

“Hey!” Navasha shrieked.

Balbora only grinned, chewing noisily. “Ha! This stuff’s delicious!”

“You bastard, spit it out!” Navasha shouted, pointing her half-eaten piece accusingly at him.

“As if!” Balbora shot back with his mouth still full, smirking as he chewed. “No way I’m giving this up. You’ll just have to make do with what’s left!”

“Damn you, Balbora!” Navasha snarled, but her anger didn’t stop her from sinking her teeth into the remainder of the arm. The taste melted her fury in an instant. “Oh… wow, this is good.” She tore into the flesh with gusto, quickly forgetting her grudge. But the portion was small, and in no time, the two of them had stripped it clean.

When Navasha’s eyes wandered back to Delarosa, she saw her companion still seated before the massive corpse of the Magic Octopus, eating steadily.

“H-Hey, couldn’t you share just a little?” Navasha asked hopefully.

“I told you already—no!” Delarosa snapped, hugging her prize close.

“You’re such a miser,” Navasha huffed, lips pursed in a sulk.

“Hold on,” Balbora cut in, his tone suddenly thoughtful. “Delarosa won’t finish that giant thing in one sitting anyway. While she’s busy eating, we could go hunt down another one. That way, we don’t have to wait around starving.”

Navasha’s expression lit up. “That’s… actually a good idea! Didn’t think you had it in you, Balbora.”

Delarosa frowned, worry tugging at her voice. “Wait—you two really think you can handle another Magic Octopus without me?”

Sadly, her concern fell on deaf ears. The pair had already set off down the beach, blades and wings ready.

The fight that followed was rougher than they’d expected. Without Delarosa’s magic, their teamwork was pushed to its limits. Navasha danced in close, slashing at the monster’s arms to hold its attention, while Balbora swooped down from above, bathing it in fire. Piece by piece, they wore it down until at last the beast collapsed, charred and defeated.

Exhausted but triumphant, they tore into their prize right there on the sand. This time, both Navasha and Balbora ate until their stomachs were full, the rich, savory flesh wiping away every trace of their earlier quarrel.
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Belamus returned once more to Beresdral, carrying with him the stolen Abyss Ring.

“This is it, this is it!” Amildrè exclaimed, eyes glittering as she twirled the artifact between her fingers. “I can’t believe you managed to steal something like this in such a short time. Truly, the great phantom thief Belamus himself!”

“Don’t saddle me with ridiculous titles,” Belamus replied coldly, his tone sharp enough to cut through Amildrè’s teasing.

Unfazed, Amildrè leaned closer, voice lilting with mischief. “Still, that ring… it holds incredible power.”

Belamus narrowed his eyes at the artifact. “So it would seem. The magical energy radiating from it is obvious even when you're just holding it. But using it would reveal I was the one who stole it. I won’t risk that.”

“Maybe so,” Amildrè admitted with a shrug, “but if things ever get desperate, it might be better to use it than to die.”

Belamus had already considered that possibility. If the moment ever came when the need for survival outweighed the need for secrecy, he would call upon the Abyss Ring. But for now, it needed to remain hidden. The fewer eyes on it, the better.

Since Medina was already stationed in the underground chambers, he entrusted the ring’s safekeeping to her. He also tasked her with monitoring the ongoing conflicts.

Through the Legion Ants, Medina could share their vision as if it were her own. By dispatching a handful of them to scout for troop movements, she could provide Belamus with reports immediately. Sending anyone else meant waiting until they returned, but with Medina, intelligence was instantaneous.

It was, Belamus thought, the most efficient solution. Medina accepted the responsibility without hesitation, and once again, he felt the reassuring strength of the Legion Ants at his side.

“By the way,” he said suddenly, glancing around, “where is Delarosa?”

“Oh, Delarosa and the others? They left on a journey for their evolution,” Amildrè replied breezily. “If everything’s gone smoothly, they should be returning any day now.”

“Evolution? But they wouldn’t have known which monster to consume,” Belamus said, his brow furrowing in suspicion.

“I told them,” Amildrè said with a smug smile. “I may not look it, but I know things.”

Belamus frowned. “And she went alone?”

“Of course not. Navasha and Balbora went with her,” Amildrè replied lightly, waving one hand as if to brush away Belamus’s concern.

Belamus relaxed slightly at that. With Navasha and Balbora by her side, he reasoned, she would manage well enough.
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After defeating the Magic Octopus, the three retreated to a safer spot and allowed themselves a night’s rest. The rule was simple: once the required monster had been eaten, sleeping afterward triggered evolution.

By the next morning, Delarosa’s form had changed. At a glance, she still resembled a Sage Goblin, but her horns had grown noticeably longer. The physical difference was subtle, yet the surge of power within her was undeniable. She could feel it in every breath, the greatest increase in magical energy she had ever experienced.

If I cast a spell now, it might be dangerous, she thought instinctively, wary of the sheer force humming in her veins.

“You don’t look all that different,” Balbora said bluntly, tilting his head as he studied her.

Delarosa gave him a flat look, but before she could reply, Navasha sprang forward, eyes blazing with excitement. “All right! That means it’s my turn to evolve!”

Currently a Knight Goblin, Navasha would transform into a King Goblin once she consumed the right prey. But nothing on the Shadowed Coast could trigger that evolution. Her path lay a short distance away, in the Paride Plains, where the monster she needed roamed.

The creature was called a Killer Cow, a massive, blood-red beast. One would be enough for her evolution. And strong though they were, they did not rival the terror of the Magic Octopus.

The plains lay forty kilometers inland from the Shadowed Coast, a wilderness teeming with monsters and rarely visited by humans.

Balbora crouched low, spreading his wings. “Climb on.” With Delarosa and Navasha on his back, he launched into the air, carrying them swiftly toward their next trial.

At his flying speed, the Paride Plains came into view in less than half an hour. From high above, they scoured the fields below for movement.

Fortunately, the task was simple: no other bovine monsters lived there besides the Killer Cow. The moment they spotted cattle, they would know.

They circled for a time, eyes sharp, until finally a sight stood out on the horizon: an ominous herd of crimson beasts, their hides gleaming like fresh blood as they trudged across the grasslands in a tightly knit group.

Nearly twenty of the crimson beasts roamed the plains. As Balbora flew overhead with the others on his back, the herd raised their heads and bellowed in unison, deep guttural roars that shook the air. It was nothing more than intimidation, though; none of them had the means to strike at enemies in the sky.

“All right, let’s do this! Dragon Flame!” Delarosa shouted, thrusting out her hand.

Her newly evolved power surged forth, and a blazing dragon of fire roared down upon the Killer Cow herd. The attack’s intensity far surpassed what she had wielded before.

The effect was devastating. In an instant, the entire herd was swallowed by searing flames. The earth trembled beneath their cries, and then… silence. All twenty beasts collapsed, reduced to charred husks in a single strike.

“S-Sweet hell,” Balbora muttered, stunned. It was all he could say in the face of such destructive power.

“Hey! Delarosa!” Navasha yelled, leaping to her feet as soon as they landed. “I came all this way because I wanted to evolve through my own strength, not to have you wipe out everything in one go! What the hell was that!?”

“Sorry,” Delarosa said quickly, wincing. “I didn’t realize it would be that powerful.”

“Sorry doesn’t cut it!” Navasha snapped, teeth clenched in frustration. But what was done was done. With the herd already slain, she had no choice but to eat one of Delarosa’s kills.

The moment she tore into the flesh, however, her face twisted. “Ugh, this is awful!”

She had assumed beef would taste good, but the Killer Cow’s meat was a cruel disappointment, bitter to the point of causing nausea, and so tough her jaw ached from forcing it down. The more she chewed, the stronger the bitterness became, turning every bite into torment. And yet, chew she must—there was no other way to swallow it.

Grinding through the ordeal, Navasha finally managed to choke down the entire beast. She dropped onto her back, clutching her stomach with a groan.

“Damn it… Why do you get something delicious, while I’m stuck with this garbage?” she complained bitterly, her voice thick with resentment.

Still, the trial was complete. And with Navasha’s evolution underway, their eyes turned to the next task: securing the monster Medello would need. Fortunately, the journey was a short one. Deep in the Randall Forest lurked a creature known as the Blue Giant Spider. Consuming that monster would allow Medello to evolve into a Sage Goblin.

Delarosa already knew what awaited Medello—she herself had eaten spiders to evolve, and to put it bluntly, it had been miserable. So, as they hunted the spider, she couldn’t help but think that Medello, too, was in for a struggle.

Once the Blue Giant Spider was slain, they worked quickly. A preservation spell kept the carcass from spoiling, then layers of enchanted thread—Magic Thread—were spun around it until the body was tightly bound. Secured, it was far easier to carry.

With their grisly prize in tow, they once again climbed onto Balbora’s back and turned their course toward Beresdral.

The journey stretched into the night, and when darkness grew thick, they descended to the ground to rest. There, under the stars, they passed another night in uneasy quiet.

By dawn, Navasha’s transformation was complete. She had become a King Goblin.

The change in appearance was subtle—her frame slightly larger, her features sharpened—but the shift in strength was anything but minor. Her body thrummed with newfound vitality. Every movement confirmed it. She dashed across the clearing, leaped skyward, and marveled at how much faster and stronger she had become compared to before.

At first, her control faltered. Speed carried her farther than she intended, and power made her stumble when she tried to stop. Yet beneath the awkwardness was potential that made her pulse quicken with excitement. Once she mastered this body, she knew she would be far more formidable than she had ever been before.

With spirits lifted, Navasha and Delarosa mounted Balbora once more and took to the skies, wings beating toward Beresdral: home.
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A few days later, Belamus received a report from Medina.

“Laval’s army has marched into Doma’s territory. I’ve confirmed it without a doubt. Our strategy worked perfectly!”

Medina relayed the news with barely contained delight, her eyes sparkling as though she herself had masterminded the scheme.

“Good. That should be enough to shatter their alliance,” Belamus answered, folding his arms in satisfaction.

“Of course, it means they’ll be fighting on two fronts: against Hopper’s lot and against the orcs. But the orcs are idiots. Chances are, they’ll ignore Beresdral and head straight for Doma instead. There’s nothing to gain from taking our fortress, but if they bring Doma down, they can claim the whole northeastern region for themselves. A rich prize. Depending on how it plays out, Laval and Doma might even destroy each other, leaving us with most of the Great Frazes Forest under our control.”

“I see,” Belamus muttered, his brow furrowing. “That means Hopper could seize the chance to strike while they’re locked in battle.”

He reminded himself firmly that vigilance could never be relaxed.

“Belamus! We’re baaaaack!”

Two days after Belamus received the report from the Legion Ants, Delarosa, Navasha, and Balbora returned to the fortress. Their journey had not been in vain. Delarosa had ascended into a High Sage Goblin, while Navasha had transformed into a formidable King Goblin.

In preparation for Medello’s evolution, they had also hunted down a Blue Giant Spider, the necessary catalyst for the transformation into a Sage Goblin. Medello had wrinkled her nose and scowled in disgust, but she had forced herself to swallow the foul creature piece by piece.

By the following day, she too had successfully evolved. Her magical power surged, her recovery abilities strengthening dramatically. The difference was palpable.

With Delarosa, Navasha, and now Medello stepping into their new forms, Belamus knew they had secured a decisive advantage for the battles ahead.

Several more days passed.

“Trouble! We’re in serious trouble!” Medina burst into Belamus’s chamber, her face flushed and voice shrill with panic.

“What happened?” he demanded.

“A massive army of monsters is advancing on Beresdral!” Medina gasped, clutching her chest as if to hold her breath steady. Her words tumbled out in a rush, sharp with fear, but her eyes burned with determination as she forced herself to deliver the report.

Though the Legion Ants had dwindled in number, Belamus had tasked the remaining ones with patrolling the area. Their scouts had brought back alarming news.

“They’re all high-level creatures,” Medina continued breathlessly. “But… every last one of them is mindless.”

“What do you mean?” Belamus shot back, his voice low and edged with suspicion as his sharp gaze fixed on Medina.

“Hopper’s doing,” Amildrè cut in, answering before Medina could explain further.

“That man’s a tamer—one of the best you’ll ever hear of. He can bend monsters to his will. Merry’s good, sure, but compared to him? They’re nothing. The irony is, Hopper himself is ridiculously weak.”

Belamus’s expression darkened. “A tamer… troublesome. How many monsters are we talking about?”

Medina hesitated, her voice tightening as she gave the estimate. “Too many to count. Tens of thousands at the very least… but we can’t pin down the exact number.”

“You mean tens of thousands of powerful monsters?” Belamus asked, his voice dropping into a growl as his hands clenched into fists at his sides.

“Yes,” Medina whispered, her throat tight, the single word carrying the full gravity of the report.

Belamus fell silent, the weight of the report pressing hard on his mind. Even for him, the thought was staggering.

Amildrè folded her arms and clicked her tongue. “Figures. Hopper’s like Transta: he builds dungeons and fills them with monsters. I knew he raided the outside world from time to time, gathering new stock, but I never imagined he’d amassed such a horde.”

Even she, with all her knowledge, hadn’t expected Hopper to unleash a force of that magnitude.

“You said he was a skilled tamer. But is it really possible to command tens of thousands of monsters at once?” Belamus asked, his tone edged with doubt as he narrowed his eyes.

Amildrè shrugged lightly, though her expression betrayed unease. “Hard to say. But if he didn’t think he could handle it, he’d have cut down the numbers himself. Otherwise, one mistake and the whole horde could scatter out of his control.”

“True enough…” Belamus muttered, though the admission sat like a stone in his throat.

Tens of thousands of powerful monsters, not rampaging wildly but moving as a disciplined army, were now marching toward them. The very thought pressed down with suffocating weight. It was a situation as severe as any they had ever faced.

When Laval and Doma turned on each other, I thought I had finally glimpsed a way forward, Belamus admitted to himself, a rare flicker of doubt gnawing at the edges of his resolve. But he had no luxury to wallow. Allowing despair to cloud his judgment now would only doom them faster.

“If they’re coming, then we have no choice but to drive them back,” he declared at last, straightening his back. “Last time, we took the fight to them. This time, we’ll stand our ground and hold Beresdral.”

With that, Belamus began laying out the defensive formations, each decision a measured step to prepare for the onslaught.
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A few hours later, the enemy horde reached the outskirts of Beresdral.

At the vanguard strode giant-type monsters—Gigantes and Cyclopes—towering figures that filled the battlefield in grim procession. The sight of them, row after row stretching across the front line, was enough to make the earth seem smaller beneath their weight.

Belamus remembered all too well how much effort it had taken to bring down a single Cyclops during the previous assault on Beresdral. Now, with dozens standing shoulder to shoulder, the danger was greater than ever, even though the fortress had grown far stronger since those days.

The walls of Beresdral now rose high and unyielding, reinforced into a bastion that even giants would find difficult to break. From atop the ramparts, defenders hurled spells downward, striking the massive monsters one by one with ruthless precision.

“Take this, and this, and this!” Transta bellowed, his voice booming like a war drum as he barreled into the horde. His fists blurred in a savage rhythm, each strike sending monsters sprawling, bones cracking under the force of his blows.

Transta had hurled himself outside the fortress, fists swinging in a brutal rhythm as he waded directly into the horde. Though grievously wounded time and again, his body refused death, his flesh knitting itself back together as fast as it was torn apart. Belamus, watching the rampaging immortal, could not help but think how fortunate it was to have such a man as an ally.

“We can’t let Lord Transta shoulder the burden alone,” said Robe, his most loyal retainer. He raised his hands and unleashed his art.

From the heart of the enemy ranks rose a monstrous form: the eight-headed serpent, Orochi, the very beast that had once tormented Delarosa and her companions. The colossal snake thrashed and struck, tearing through scores of enemy monsters. Yet surrounded on all sides, even its fury could not last forever; within ten minutes, the summoned beast collapsed and faded. Still, in its brief rampage, it had slaughtered a staggering number of foes.

“Saint Breaker! Saint Breaker!”

Delarosa’s voice rang out again and again as she loosed spell after spell from atop the battlements. Now a High Sage Goblin, her magic blazed with power that dwarfed her former self. She still had not reached Belamus’s level, but as he watched her hurl one shining lance of destruction after another, he found himself thinking that it was only a matter of time before she surpassed him. Her stamina had grown as well; the sheer number of spells she could now unleash was astonishing.

The monsters Amildrè had brought also fought with unexpected ferocity, throwing themselves into the fray. Surrounded by the enemy’s endless tide, they nevertheless held the line, keeping the horde from breaching the fortress walls.

“Wh—What is that!” someone cried, pointing skyward with a trembling hand.

From above came a dark tide of wings: dozens of wyverns swooping down, mixed with the massive shapes of dragons.

Wyverns on their own were hardly a dire threat. Dragons, however, were an entirely different matter. The only kinds of dragon that could be tamed were those devoid of intellect, weaker than their kin, yet even such mindless beasts possessed power that far outstripped that of ordinary monsters.

Amildrè tilted her head back, eyes narrowing as she studied the oncoming swarm. “Well, looks like I don’t have a choice. Time for me to join in,” she murmured.

With that, she stripped away her garments without hesitation, letting them fall to the ground in a heap. Belamus blinked in bewilderment, wondering what in the world she was doing. But before he could speak, her body began to twist and change.

Scales rippled across her skin, spreading until her entire frame gleamed with them. Enormous wings burst forth from her back, tearing the air as they unfurled. Her face warped, features elongating into the reptilian muzzle of a lizard, then lengthening further still. And her body grew: swelling, stretching, surging upward until she towered as a colossal dragon.

She… she was a dragon all along? Belamus’s eyes widened. And with her intelligence intact… could she be an Ancient Dragon?

Ancient Dragons stood among the most powerful creatures in existence. Unlike other monsters, they never evolved; they simply were, born into the world as eternal beings, ageless and unyielding. They did not fade with time, nor did they readily reproduce.

Belamus could not tell whether Amildrè had been one of those immortal ancients since the beginning of ages past, or a rare offspring born in some forgotten age. But either way, he was certain of one thing: she had lived for an unimaginably long time.

“Let’s begin,” Amildrè growled, her voice now a resonant thunder that shook the air. With a single mighty beat of her wings, she launched skyward, cutting a direct path toward the wyverns and dragons that blotted out the sun.

Dozens of enemies wheeled in the air to meet her, but she did not falter. Drawing in a great lungful of air, her massive chest swelled, then she exhaled in a blinding torrent of white dragon breath that seared across the heavens.

The wyverns and dragons caught in Amildrè’s breath vanished without a trace, consumed utterly by the torrent of white fire.

“Th-That’s insane…” Delarosa stammered, her jaw slack.

“S-So strong…” Medello added, her eyes wide with awe.

I knew she was powerful… but this? Could she really sweep away the enemy singlehandedly? Belamus found himself wondering, shaken despite himself.

Yet the sky was far from clear. More dragons swooped down in waves, their numbers growing by the moment. And these were not the same weaklings as before.

The first arrivals had been Dragon Pawns: undeveloped, pre-evolved dragons. Unlike Ancient Dragons, who were eternal and immutable, ordinary dragons could advance to far stronger forms. Now the air thundered with Dragon Lords: larger, more formidable creatures that dwarfed the Pawns in both size and power.

Nearly thirty of them came hurtling down, wings blotting out the sun. But Amildrè met them all head-on, each mighty beast cut from the sky by her relentless breath. One after another, the Dragon Lords fell, until the skies grew still again.

No more dragons followed. Even Hopper, it seemed, could not have tamed an endless legion of such monsters.

Belamus had almost allowed himself to hope Amildrè might press the advantage and tear through the enemy horde on the ground as well. But instead, she wheeled back toward the fortress, descending gracefully before shifting once more into human form.

“Hey, why did you come back?” Belamus demanded, his voice sharp with disbelief.

“Too tired. Can’t do it anymore,” she groaned, flopping onto her back with arms and legs sprawled wide, as if she had simply collapsed into the dirt.

She let out a long sigh and added with a wry grin, “Haven’t fought seriously in ages. Usually I can half-ass it and still win, but with that many dragons at once… yeah, that took it out of me.”

It was clear those devastating breaths came at great cost.

“Anyway, I’ll leave the rest to you guys. I’m going to sleep,” she muttered, closing her eyes. Within moments, the steady sound of snoring rose from her lips.

“…” Belamus could only stare, exasperated beyond words. Still, he knew full well her contribution had been immeasurable.

Beresdral had no force capable of countering simultaneous attacks from both sky and ground. Amildrè’s intervention had spared them from immediate annihilation, but the plain outside the fortress still swarmed with countless enemies. The battle was far from over.

Wave after wave of monsters pressed against the fortress, only to be blasted back by volleys of magic from the defenders on the walls. Hopper’s army was composed of nothing but powerful beasts, yet the magic of Beresdral’s soldiers held firm against them.

By rights, they should not have been so strong. Few within Beresdral had reached their final evolutions, and their raw power should have been far less impressive. But under Belamus’s relentless instruction, their mastery of magic had been honed to a razor edge.

Even so, magic had its limits. No matter how devastating the spells, once mana ran dry, the casters were left powerless. And after fighting without pause, exhaustion began to take its toll. One by one, defenders slumped against the battlements, unable to cast another spell.

I didn’t want it to come to this… but we’ll have to fight outside the walls, Belamus thought grimly.

As long as they held to ranged fire from within the fortress, casualties remained few. Enemy projectiles were rare, and even when someone was struck, Medello’s healing quickly brought them back from the brink. But sending the inhabitants outside, forcing them into melee against the horde, meant accepting death as inevitable. People would die.

Yet if they remained behind the walls, it was only a matter of time before their defenses crumbled and the entire fortress was slaughtered. Faced with that certainty, Belamus steeled himself.

“Close-combat troops… open the gates and—”

A shout cut him off.

“Belamus!!!”

The voice was unmistakable. Belamus spun around in disbelief.

There stood Mimi the dwarf, leading a column of heavily armed dwarven soldiers.

“I managed to get permission for reinforcements!” she called out, her voice bright with triumph.

“Thank you!” Belamus roared back, gratitude bursting from the depths of his chest.

Belamus had long since instructed the gatekeepers that if Mimi ever arrived, she was to be admitted without question. It seemed she had entered under that standing order, slipping inside before he even realized.

“We were granted ten thousand troops in all!” Mimi declared proudly, raising her voice so that every defender could hear. “With this, everything’s going to be fine!”

Something about her words snagged in Belamus’s mind. He glanced over the soldiers trailing behind her. There were certainly many, but not nearly ten thousand. To his eye, the number was closer to fifteen hundred. Even accounting for the dwarves’ smaller stature, there was no mistaking the shortfall.

“There are two thousand here inside Beresdral!” Mimi shouted, clarifying with a grin. “The rest are out there, fighting the monsters directly!”

I see… so the bulk of her forces didn’t enter the fortress; they’ve already been deployed to battle outside, Belamus realized, nodding to himself. That might mean we can hold without sending our own troops beyond the walls… No. I can’t just let the dwarves shoulder all the risk.

With that conviction, he raised his voice so all his soldiers could hear: “The dwarves are here! Victory is within our grasp! Close-combat troops, open the gates—drive the monsters back!”

At once, the fortress stirred to life. Navasha, Balbora, Ugo, Rook, and the other melee fighters surged forward, pouring through the gates to meet the enemy head-on. At their side, the beasts Merry had tamed charged out as well, bellowing as they joined the fray.

Belamus himself leaped from the gatehouse, landing in the melee below. Part of him refused to fight from the safety of the walls while his people bled outside; another part knew that simply spamming Saint Breaker was wasteful. The spell was devastating but inefficient, best reserved for overwhelmingly strong opponents.

Hopper’s monsters were formidable, yes, but against Belamus’s blade, they could be cut down without resorting to that ultimate magic. Empowering his body with Physical Boost, he summoned his shining sword and plunged into the thick of battle. His movements blurred with speed, each stroke cleaving through one beast after another.

“Well now, Boss,” a familiar voice called out over the clash. Transta grinned through blood and dust as he pummeled another monster into the dirt. “So, you decided to get your hands dirty, huh?

Transta should have been dead countless times over. His body had been broken, torn, and crushed in ways that would have killed any other warrior, yet he fought on as if none of it had ever happened. His wounds healed, yes, but Belamus found himself wondering how his spirit endured. Wouldn’t the constant agony, the repeated brushes with death, wear down even the strongest mind?

Yet no matter how many times Transta was dealt mortal pain, he never faltered. He pressed forward without hesitation, fighting with the same vigor as when the battle began. That, Belamus realized, was the true measure of Transta’s strength.

Navasha, Balbora, and the others fought with equal determination. The townsfolk of Beresdral—so fragile when Belamus had first met them—now held their ground against powerful monsters without giving an inch. Their growth was undeniable.

The dwarven reinforcements proved invaluable. Their rifles unleashed a steady rain of bullets, cutting down foes from a distance. Even more astonishing were the iron constructs they deployed: golem-like machines piloted from within, forged by dwarven craftsmanship. Belamus had no idea what principles gave such creations life, but he could not deny their effectiveness.

These mechanical warriors struck with immense power, swinging massive blades in close quarters and opening fire with oversized rifles that dwarfed even the firearms carried by the dwarven infantry. Every blast tore through enemy ranks with staggering force.

Together, dwarves and goblins alike fought with unyielding ferocity. Slowly, the tide of battle shifted. Beresdral began to gain the upper hand.

At last, perhaps judging the fight unwinnable, Hopper gave the order to retreat. The horde of monsters drew back, their overwhelming advance collapsing into a chaotic withdrawal.

Thanks to the dwarves’ reinforcements and the desperate valor of Beresdral’s defenders, the fortress had survived. They had repelled Hopper’s army.
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When the battle was finally over, Medello moved tirelessly among the wounded, spreading the glow of healing magic with every step. Men and women who by all rights should have been dead—bodies broken, bleeding beyond hope—were restored as her spells knit flesh and bone back together.

Thanks to her power, despite the ferocity of the clash, only a handful of lives had been lost. Those who had suffered instant fatal blows could not be saved, but for everyone else, Medello’s magic worked miracles.

Belamus turned to Mimi, his expression softening as the weight of relief settled over him. “Truly, thank you. If the dwarves hadn’t come when they did, we would have been lost.”

Mimi placed her fists on her hips, her voice bright and steady despite the exhaustion of battle. “When you’re in trouble, we help! That’s how it should be, right? Besides, you saved the dwarven kingdom before—there’s no way we wouldn’t return the favor!”
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Mimi answered with a cheerful smile, her face still glowing with the rush of victory.

“By the way,” Belamus asked, glancing toward the strange machines the dwarves had fielded, “what do you call those weapons your people are piloting?”

“Oh, those? They’re called Gear Golems,” Mimi explained with evident pride. “They’re a dwarven invention. In fact, they were only perfected recently, and today was the very first time we put them into actual combat.”

“I see,” Belamus said, nodding slowly. “They’re impressively strong.”

If the dwarves could mass-produce such powerful war machines, their nation would become a formidable power indeed. Belamus silently thanked fate that they stood on the same side.

“Aaah… oh? So, it’s all over already? Guess it worked out somehow,” Amildrè yawned, stretching languidly as she sat up. She had dozed off partway through, but the role she had played in destroying the enemy’s aerial forces had been decisive.

Belamus turned to her and inclined his head. “Your efforts against the dragons were a great help. Thank you.”

Amildrè grinned mischievously, tilting her head. “If you really want to thank me, a kiss would do nicely.”

“That, I won’t be doing,” Belamus replied flatly, brushing aside the jest.

“Boooring. Fine, whatever.” Her expression sobered as her voice lowered into something more thoughtful. “But don’t let victory make you careless. Hopper’s bound to be out hunting again, adding more monsters to his army. If he rebuilds his forces, things will get ugly fast. Right now—this moment—is your best chance to strike back. You’ll want to prepare for another battle immediately.”

Belamus couldn’t deny she had a point. Even so, the toll of the battle weighed heavily; his people were battered and drained. Marching out at once would be impossible. Still, she was right that waiting too long would be unwise.

He resolved to grant his forces a brief respite, just long enough to recover their strength. After that, they would march.
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“Haaa… we lost, huh…”

Deep within the dungeon’s heart, Hopper, master of the monster horde, collapsed in a flamboyant slump, the color utterly drained from his usual swagger. He had not underestimated Beresdral—if anything, he had expected a hard fight—so he had thrown as many beasts as he could into the assault. The result had been a crushing defeat.

Despite sacrificing an enormous portion of his forces, he had failed to take down many enemy soldiers. If he had coordinated with orcs or other factions, the outcome might have been different, but Hopper loathed communicating with monsters that had intelligence.

Cooperation was not his strong suit; in truth, he lacked it almost entirely. He considered only the creatures he had personally tamed to be his companions—everyone else was an inconvenience or a tool.

“If they don’t come after us again, maybe we can lick our wounds… but Amildrè seems to be on their side. It won’t be that easy, will it?” Hopper worried aloud, turning the possibilities over and over in his mind.

There was no elegant solution. With a resigned clench of his jaw, he reached for the one final measure he had been avoiding. “I guess I have no choice. I’ll have to use him,” he muttered, deciding to unleash the trump card he had kept for the worst of days.
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Beresdral bustled with preparations for the sortie to hunt Hopper. Monsters moved with grim purpose as plans were made and supplies readied; Belamus walked among them, listening and issuing orders, weighing each risk.

“Where is Hopper holed up?” he asked, scanning the map spread across the command table.

“He built a dungeon and lives there with his beasts,” Amildrè replied, pointing southward from Beresdral’s position. “It’s on the southern side.”

“It’s fairly far… but if we push hard, we should reach it in a few days. How many monsters remain inside the dungeon?” Belamus pressed, eyes narrowing as he tried to imagine what lay ahead.

Amildrè shrugged with a faint, rueful smile. “I don’t know the exact total of Hopper’s forces either. I couldn’t say for sure, but I’d wager maybe a thousand still linger within. And—oh, yes—he once mentioned having a special trump card of his own. If you drive him into a corner, he’ll probably unleash that.”

“A trump card, huh…” Belamus murmured. The thought put steel in his chest; given Hopper’s habit of gathering a wild assortment of powerful creatures, any “special” monster would almost certainly be terrifying.

“By the way, you said Hopper himself isn’t very strong in a straight fight, right?” he asked, testing an idea.

“Yeah.” Amildrè nodded.

“In that case, I could slip in covertly, get close to Hopper without alerting the monsters, and force him into obedience by intimidation,” Belamus said, the plan forming cleanly in his mind. If he won’t cooperate, scare him into it, or at least make him hesitate long enough for us to strike.

“Hmmm. Could you really pull that off?” Amildrè asked, leaning back as if weighing the odds with amusement.

“Probably,” Belamus answered, confident enough to surprise even himself.

Amildrè’s smile faded into something more contemplative. “You’re brave, Belamus, but I don’t think Hopper will submit to you. He acts flighty and careless, but he’s got a surprising amount of pride. If cornered, he’d sooner die than bow, I suspect. If he dies, his monsters will lose their commander and likely fall into disarray, but the ones that were attached to him will go berserk with rage, and that could be dangerous in its own right.”

Belamus had thought he’d found a clever, low-cost way to neutralize Hopper, but hearing Amildrè’s sober assessment dampened that hope. The truth was staring him in the face: unless they whittled down Hopper’s forces by sheer force of arms, there was no clean shortcut. They would have to fight and kill large numbers of monsters to bring him down.

With the decision made to march, Belamus began selecting who would accompany him on the sortie. The strongest warriors of Beresdral—Delarosa, Medello, Navasha, and the other proven veterans—were chosen without question. The dwarves pledged their support as well, and every last Gear Golem was slated for deployment.

“I’m coming too,” Amildrè announced with a sly smile. “But don’t expect me to turn into a dragon again. Still, even in this form, I’m stronger than most monsters you’ll find down there.”

She would bring along her own handpicked elites, hardened fighters she trusted implicitly.

Numbers were kept deliberately small. In the twisting, confined spaces of a dungeon, sheer mass would only become a hindrance. Quality over quantity would carry the day.

“Good. Then we march,” Belamus declared, his voice cutting through the gathered warriors like a clear bell.

The host set out at once. After nearly two full days of marching, they reached their destination. Before them yawned a small, unassuming hole in the earth, yet Amildrè confirmed it was the entrance. The mouth was narrow, but apparently, within stretched a vast subterranean world.

Belamus stepped inside without hesitation.

No sooner had they crossed the threshold than monsters sprang from the shadows. They had been lying in wait just beyond the entrance, launching a sudden ambush.

Belamus met the attack with perfect composure. He thrust out his hand and invoked Saint Impact.

A surge of holy energy erupted outward in a sweeping wave, filling the chamber with radiant force. Normally, wide-range spells weakened when spread across so many targets, their power diluted by their breadth. But Belamus’s Saint Impact retained both scale and potency.

Lesser monsters were obliterated instantly, their bodies dissolving into nothing beneath the light. Those of greater strength managed to endure, but only barely—they staggered under the blow, crippled and unable to move for precious moments.

One by one, Belamus’s allies followed him into the dungeon. The monsters disabled by his spell were swiftly dispatched, blades and magic cutting them down before they could recover. Though the ambush had been a mild surprise, Belamus himself emerged unscathed.

“Now, we push deeper and find Hopper,” he announced, his voice steady and firm. “This is a dungeon; there will be traps. Stay sharp, and above all, no one wanders off. We move as a unit, or we die.”

He scanned the group, waiting until each nodded in understanding before continuing. Then the true dungeon crawl began.

They had not gone far when the first trap appeared. Belamus suddenly raised a hand, signaling everyone to halt. His eyes swept the floor, and he pointed toward a subtle rise in the stone. It was barely noticeable, so faint it might have escaped anyone else’s eyes, but Belamus had caught it at once.

Closer inspection confirmed his suspicion. The uneven tile was a switch, ready to trigger the trap the moment a careless foot pressed it.

Without hesitation, Belamus conjured a ring of iron walls with earth magic, encasing the danger. Simply warning his allies would not be enough—someone might stumble onto it in the chaos. But in this way, the hazard was completely sealed off. The path itself was wide enough that even the massive Gear Golems and the towering Balbora could pass through without treading on the trap.

Further in, more snares appeared, but each one was spotted and neutralized before harm could be done. Thanks to Belamus’s vigilance, the group advanced steadily, plunging deeper into the labyrinth.

At last, they entered a vast chamber—and froze. The room swarmed with monsters, far more than at the entrance. Beasts of kinds none of them had yet seen filled the space, their eyes glinting with feral hunger.

The moment Belamus’s party stepped across the threshold, every monster turned in unison, as though the dungeon itself had sounded an alarm. Then, with a roar, the horde surged forward.

Belamus did not hesitate. Raising his hand, he invoked Saint Impact. Unlike the broad wave of power he had cast at the entrance, this time he narrowed its range. Normally, the spell radiated indiscriminately in all directions, but with focused intent, its destructive force could be concentrated where he willed it.

If he released the spell indiscriminately, it would sweep backward and strike his own allies. Belamus narrowed his focus, hurling Saint Impact solely forward. The constricted range sharpened its destructive force, and the results were immediate. Monsters caught in the blast at close range died on the spot, their bodies dissolving into the holy light. Those lurking farther at the room’s edges were spared instant death but still writhed in agony, staggered, and burned by its force.

The momentary hesitation of the enemy was all his comrades needed. Navasha, Ugo, Transta, and Rook—their finest melee fighters—charged as one, weapons flashing. Steel and fists crashed into the faltering monsters.

Amildrè joined as well, striking with an almost lazy air. Her blows looked careless, her kicks thrown without urgency, yet each landed with crushing force, sending beasts sprawling and broken. Even without assuming her dragon form, it was clear she possessed overwhelming strength.

Within minutes, the chamber was cleared. Not a single enemy monster remained standing.

So far, Belamus alone had cast magic. None of the others had even needed to lift their staves or mutter incantations. It was just as well: mana was finite, and spells burned through it quickly. Better to conserve their reserves for the depths ahead, where true challenges surely waited. In that sense, the expedition was proceeding almost ideally.

They pressed forward.

The traps, so abundant near the entrance, grew fewer and fewer. Clearly, the dungeon’s design placed heavier emphasis on monsters the deeper they went. Why risk littering the interior with snares when powerful guardians were stationed within? Besides, if the traps killed the monsters by mistake, it would defeat their very purpose.

The foes they faced grew stronger with each chamber cleared. Even without traps, the advance demanded caution. Belamus led the group steadily onward, cutting down enemy after enemy, keeping discipline tight.

Hours slipped away in the dim torchlight. Still, the deepest chamber lay beyond reach. The tunnels wound on endlessly, their oppressive vastness gnawing at Belamus’s patience.

How vast is this place supposed to be? he thought bitterly, exhaling through his teeth.

“Hey, hey… when’s this gonna end?” Delarosa’s voice was as weary as Belamus’s thoughts. She trudged along at his side, complaining in a tone that left no doubt about her irritation.

“Hmm, I’d say we’ve still got a long way to go,” Amildrè replied lightly. “Remember, every last monster that marched against Beresdral came out of this dungeon. With numbers like that, of course, the place is enormous.”

“Ugh, my legs are killing me,” Delarosa groaned.

She wasn’t alone. The strain was showing on everyone. But in this place—enemy territory, Hopper’s stronghold—there was no true safety. Rest was too dangerous when ambushes could come at any moment.

Belamus pushed them onward, believing, or perhaps willing himself to believe, that the heart of the dungeon lay just ahead.

And then—

“Well, well. You made it all the way here.”

The voice was high, almost childlike.

They raised their eyes and saw him: a small boy standing casually in their path. Behind him loomed a structure shaped like a temple, its solemn presence incongruous in the dungeon's depths.

“Hopper,” Amildrè said flatly, her tone tinged with ice.

From that one utterance, Belamus understood: there was no love lost between them.

“Long time no see, Amildrè,” Hopper answered with a languid grin. “I knew you’d be terrifying if we ever ended up on opposite sides.”

“You give me too much credit,” she replied. “This mess wasn’t my doing. It was Belamus here. He’s the one who set Laval and Doma against each other. I only lent him a little strength.”

“I see… so you’re the one they’re whispering about. The human who rules Beresdral.” Hopper’s voice was as breezy as ever, but his expression soured into something darker. The loss of his vast monster horde weighed heavily on him, even if he tried to mask it. His slouching posture and forced grin betrayed the gloom he couldn’t hide.

Belamus felt no sympathy. Hopper had chosen to invade. Whatever grief he wore now, he had brought it on himself.

No monsters stood at Hopper’s side. He had always been said to possess no real combat ability himself, and standing alone as he was, there seemed little he could do to turn the tide. Belamus felt the certainty of victory tightening around him like armor.

And then—

“I’ll just have to use my trump card,” Hopper said, snapping his fingers.

The sound was sharp, and what followed was cataclysmic. The earth heaved with a violent quake. Behind Hopper, the temple shuddered, stone splitting and crashing down in clouds of dust. From the ruin emerged a colossal form.

It was a monster of impossible scale, its body bristling with countless arms, its shoulders crowned with scores of grotesque heads.

“Hecatoncheir?” Belamus whispered, uncertain, his voice tinged with doubt.

The name belonged to a creature of legend, a being said to possess a hundred arms and fifty heads. But it was a myth, dismissed as a fable. A handful of supposed sightings had been recorded across history, yet all were dubious, unverified tales. Its strength, its abilities, even its very existence had remained a question mark. Until now.

Still, no matter how massive, no matter how many fists it swings, we have hundreds of fighters. There’s no way we can lose. Belamus steeled himself with the thought.

“Hell yeah! I’m taking this one!” Transta roared, charging forward with reckless enthusiasm.

Belamus couldn’t help but allow a flicker of relief. Good. I wanted to test this thing’s strength before we committed. If anyone can weather its blows, it’s Transta.

The Hecatoncheir moved. One after another, its countless fists hammered down, pummeling the ground in rapid succession. Each strike landed like a thunderclap, driving into the earth with such force that the chamber convulsed.

The dungeon shook as if wracked by a true earthquake, the ceiling shedding chunks of stone that rained down around them.

This dungeon itself might be the real danger. If it collapses, it won’t matter whether we defeat the Hecatoncheir or not—we’ll all be buried alive.

The thought gnawed at Belamus’s mind as the cavern trembled.

“Hey! At this rate, the whole dungeon’s going to collapse, and you’ll die too! Call it off!” he shouted toward Hopper, who stood safely away, watching the battle with unsettling detachment.

Hopper’s lips curled into a crooked smile. “Perhaps. But don’t you think it’s far more entertaining to drag you all down with me than to simply be defeated?”

His tone was casual, but his intent was deadly earnest. He had unleashed the Hecatoncheir, knowing full well it might kill him along with his enemies.

“This isn’t good,” Amildrè muttered, her voice low and sharp. “We’ve come too deep. Maybe we should kill Hopper first and then try to escape?”

Hopper called back almost cheerfully, “That won’t work. If you kill me, the Hecatoncheir will carry out the last command I gave it: to destroy the dungeon completely. You’d be crushed before you ever reached the surface.”

Belamus’s jaw tightened. The dungeon was vast, and they had descended far too deep. If the monster turned its full power toward collapse, even a desperate retreat might end in their entombment.

“Then there’s only one option,” Belamus said, his voice hard as steel. “We bring it down. Fast.”

Amildrè raised a brow. “Can you?”

“We don’t have a choice,” Belamus said through clenched teeth, his eyes narrowing as he braced against the trembling earth, every word carrying the weight of grim resolve.

They had no idea how strong the creature truly was, but speculation no longer mattered. The only possible path was to slay the Hecatoncheir before it brought the cavern down on their heads.

Fifty heads… will destroying them all kill it? Or is there some other weakness hidden elsewhere? Belamus’s mind raced, even as he admitted to himself how dangerous it was to face an enemy about which they knew nothing.

The Hecatoncheir’s countless fists came raining down, each blow crashing like a boulder hurled by the gods. Belamus raised a shimmering barrier of magic to shield himself.

The impact was crushing. Each strike carried weight enough to shatter stone, and every one that slammed into his defenses reverberated through his bones. Thanks to Delarosa and Medello, who stacked multiple shields over his own, Belamus managed to withstand the storm of fists without his barrier shattering outright.

For the moment, the Hecatoncheir showed no attack pattern beyond relentless punching, but that alone was terrifying. With a hundred arms hammering down in rapid succession, the sheer force was overwhelming. Each strike carried crushing power, and the speed made evasion nearly impossible. Even without any other tricks, its blows alone were enough to dominate the battlefield.

“Draaaaah!” Balbora bellowed, spreading his wings wide as he surged forward. Fire spewed from his jaws, a blazing torrent lashing across the giant’s torso.

Following his lead, Navasha, Rook, and the other close-combat specialists rushed in. They darted beneath the monstrous rain of fists, narrowly slipping past blows that could pulverize them on impact. Navasha and Rook were especially fast; their movements blurred as they slid through gaps, blades flashing against the giant’s massive legs.

Their strikes landed, but against that titanic body, any cuts barely seemed to register.

The Hecatoncheir raised one enormous foot, slamming it down in an attempt to crush them flat. Both fighters rolled clear at the last instant, the impact shaking the floor hard enough to send cracks racing through the stone.

From farther back, the dwarven Gear Golems opened fire. Heavy rifles roared in unison, metal thunder pounding into the monster’s hide. They dared not close the distance; they were too slow, too vulnerable to those blindingly fast punches. Better to stay at range and pelt it with shot after shot.

Amildrè joined the fray, her chosen elites at her side. She darted nimbly between the blows, springing up onto one of the giant arms. For the first time, Belamus saw her move at full speed in her human form, and it was staggering. She was faster even than Navasha or Rook, her strides almost blurring into invisibility as she raced upward toward the cluster of heads.

With a fierce cry, she leaped and lashed out. Her heel struck home with devastating force, and one of the monster’s heads tore free, tumbling to the ground with a thunderous crash.

She braced to repeat the maneuver, but the Hecatoncheir threw back its many throats and unleashed an ear-splitting roar. The sound alone carried a shockwave, a crushing pressure that blasted Amildrè from her perch. She was hurled through the air, tumbling violently toward the stone wall below.

As Amildrè plummeted from her perch, she twisted in midair and landed lightly, her feet skidding across the stone in a controlled descent. Around her, her subordinates pressed the attack. Unlike their mistress, they didn’t target the heads but instead concentrated on the monster’s legs. If they could cripple it, bring that immense body crashing down, the rest of the fight would be far easier.

It wasn’t a poor strategy—but the Hecatoncheir’s hide was like iron. Their strikes barely seemed to leave a mark.

Belamus saw the creature’s attention shift away, its fists hammering at the others, and seized the chance. Dropping his defensive barrier, he raised his hand and unleashed a Saint Breaker, aiming for the giant’s abdomen.

The radiant spear of light streaked forward, striking true. Ordinarily, Belamus’s Saint Breaker had power enough to punch clean through its target. But the Hecatoncheir did not yield so easily. Its flesh resisted, the beam embedding deep but failing to pierce through.

Still, the impact was undeniable. The monster let out a strangled roar of pain, its countless arms faltering for an instant.

In that heartbeat, Delarosa followed Belamus’s lead. She fired her own Saint Breaker at the exact same spot. Her magic was fractionally weaker than Belamus’s, but no less deadly. The second blast slammed home, and the Hecatoncheir bellowed in agony, its movements jerking and uneven.

With their numbers, they might yet overwhelm it. No matter how powerful the beast, their combined strength gave them the advantage. Belamus felt the first stirrings of confidence—

Suddenly, the walls shuddered, and new monsters emerged from the shadows.

Five of them. Behemoths. Cyclopes. Each one was a giant in its own right, bristling with strength and menace. They fanned out across the chamber, forming a circle that hemmed Belamus and his warriors in from every side.

Belamus’s gut tightened. He had assumed the Hecatoncheir was Hopper’s final card, that no other monsters remained. He had been wrong.

It was a dangerous turn, but not hopeless. For all their might, Behemoths and Cyclopes were not invincible. When faced with Belamus’s Saint Breaker, even they could be felled in a single strike.

Belamus knew he couldn’t afford to unleash Saint Breaker too many times, but five monsters were within his limits. He raised his hand, aiming at the Cyclops nearest him, and released a brilliant spear of light.

The beam punched through its single eye, and the creature’s head exploded in a spray of gore. Its massive body toppled like a felled tree, shaking the cavern floor.

Transta, grinning with reckless delight, broke away from his duel with the Hecatoncheir and threw himself at a Behemoth. His fists blurred, hammering into the monster again and again. It struck him back with bone-crushing force, blows that would have killed any other warrior outright, but Transta’s wounds closed as quickly as they opened. Laughing, he pressed the assault, punching, kicking, smashing without restraint.

He lacked Belamus’s efficiency, but his immortality gave him the freedom to fight without fear. In less than a minute, the Behemoth collapsed under his relentless barrage.

Unfortunately, the distraction cost them. Sensing its chance, the Hecatoncheir roared and shifted its rhythm. Its fists, once aimed with terrifying precision, now lashed out in a frenzied storm, striking indiscriminately in every direction.

The chamber was filled with a chaos of flying stone and pulverized ground. Dodges that had been barely manageable before now seemed impossible.

Balbora, still airborne, found a massive fist rushing straight for him. He realized he couldn’t evade in time. With a snarl, he twisted midair, turning his back to the blow. The scales there were thickest, his strongest defense.

The punch landed with a thunderous crack. Even his armored hide couldn’t absorb it fully. Balbora screamed as he was hurled from the air, crashing into the ground with a sickening thud.

Medello rushed to his side, pouring magic into the mangled body. Light flared, and in an instant, the wounds closed, the damage undone. Balbora staggered back to his feet, breathing hard but alive.

Belamus seized the moment. He broke off from the lesser monsters, gathering his magic once more, and hurled another Saint Breaker into the Hecatoncheir’s massive frame.

The radiant strike detonated against its body, making the giant reel back with a guttural bellow. Its fists stilled for a heartbeat, the berserk flurry halted by pain.

Seeing Belamus’s strike stagger the giant, the melee fighters wisely pulled back. They abandoned their assault on the Hecatoncheir itself and turned instead to the newly arrived monsters, blades flashing as they intercepted the threat on the flanks.

Those who had been hacking at the titan’s legs had at least softened it, carving shallow wounds across its hide. Belamus judged that the damage was adding up. This time, instead of the abdomen, he shifted his aim lower, focusing all his power on one of its massive legs.

Delarosa, standing close by, caught his intent without needing a word. Her gaze snapped to the same target, staff already raised, as though she were reading his very thoughts.

Together, their voices rang out, perfectly in sync: “Saint Breaker!!!”

Twin lances of radiance burst forth, searing across the chamber to hammer into the monster’s colossal limb.
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At the exact same instant, Belamus and Delarosa unleashed their Saint Breakers, twin lances of holy radiance slamming into the Hecatoncheir’s right leg.

No matter how immense its endurance, it could not withstand two of the strongest spells striking the same spot simultaneously. Its massive limb dissolved under the searing light, vanishing in an instant.

The titan wavered. Balance lost, it toppled sideways with a deafening crash. The earth convulsed as though the dungeon itself might collapse. From above, chunks of stone broke loose, a boulder tumbling straight toward Belamus and Delarosa. In a flash, Belamus pulled her close, twisting as he threw them both to the ground. The rock smashed into the floor where they had stood, shattering into jagged shards.

“Th-Tha… thanks, Belamus,” Delarosa stammered. Her words of gratitude faltered as she realized how close his face was to hers. Even in the chaos of battle, her heart skipped with a sudden sharp thrum.

There was no time to linger. Both scrambled back to their feet at once.

The Hecatoncheir writhed on the ground, unable to rise, its countless fists hammering the floor in a mindless frenzy. Each blow made the dungeon quake, raining pebbles and dust from the ceiling. The chamber groaned as if on the verge of collapse.

By fortune—or perhaps timing—the other newly emerged monsters had already been slain.

“Everyone, focus fire on the Hecatoncheir! All at once!” Belamus roared, his voice cutting through the din.

At his command, every ally hurled their strength against the fallen giant. Blades slashed, spells detonated, arrows and bullets poured down.

Even after taking two Saint Breakers in succession, the creature had endured, its durability nothing short of monstrous. But pinned to the ground, with every warrior striking in unison, even the Hecatoncheir could not shrug it off. Its roars grew ragged, its thrashing desperate, each movement heavier than the last.

Belamus could feel his reserves thinning, his magic nearly exhausted. But one last push would finish it.

“Saint Breaker!”

The spell screamed forth, a blazing lance of radiance that slammed into the Hecatoncheir’s chest. This time it punched clean through, leaving a gaping hole.

The titan staggered, its countless arms clawing at the air. Then its vast body began to darken, black creeping across its flesh until it was swallowed whole. With a groaning roar, it crumbled piece by piece, collapsing into nothing.

They had won. The Hecatoncheir was dead.

“Victory!” Delarosa cried, throwing both arms into the air in triumph. Her cheer echoed through the cavern, a burst of relief and joy.

Around her, the others gave vent to their own emotions: laughter, sighs of exhaustion, quiet murmurs of thanks. Relief swept the chamber like a tide.

“… Wait. Where’s Hopper?” Amildrè’s voice cut through the celebration, sharp and cold. She hadn’t joined in the cheering; her eyes were already scanning the shadows.

“Now that you mention it, he’s gone,” someone muttered.

“Oh, this is bad, really bad!” For once, even Amildrè sounded shaken. “If he’s escaped outside, he’ll start taming monsters again. If that happens, all of this will have been for nothing. We have to catch him—fast!”

Belamus’s jaw tightened. Hopper himself had no combat power, but to let him slip away would mean endless trouble later. “Either he fled the dungeon, or he hid in a secret chamber he built for emergencies. Either way, we find him. Now.”

The words dropped like a stone into the party’s hearts. They had fought to the brink, survived the impossible, and thought at last they might rest. Instead, Belamus’s order sent their spirits plunging.

Still, no one argued. They all knew the truth. If Hopper escaped, all their struggling would have been for nothing.

Exhausted but resolute, they spread out, scouring the dungeon’s depths. Hours slipped past as they searched every hall and chamber, but still no sign of Hopper emerged.

A troubling thought flickered through Belamus’s mind: What if he carved out a secret escape route? What if he’s gone?

If Hopper had managed to slip outside, finding him would be nearly impossible. With his ability to tame monsters so easily, the entirety of the Great Frazes Forest would serve as his army, every beast a potential ally. Out there, pursuit would be hopeless.

The dungeon itself was vast, riddled with chambers and tunnels. Even after hours of searching, large swathes remained unexplored. Hidden rooms were a constant possibility. Which meant they had no choice but to keep looking.

And then—

“Belamus! We’ve got him!”

The shout rang through the corridors. At last, in the depths of a concealed chamber, Hopper was found. He was quickly bound and dragged out, ropes cinched tight around his slight frame.

Hopper only sighed, his expression tinged with regret. “So, you found me. Would’ve been nice if you’d just given up and gone home.” Despite his words, his eyes betrayed resignation. He lifted his head with a rueful smile. “Still, to think you actually defeated the Hecatoncheir… I didn’t imagine that was possible. I’ll admit it—you’ve beaten me completely.”

Belamus frowned, turning to his companions. “What should we do with him?”

“Kill the bastard,” Transta growled without hesitation. His fists flexed as though itching to do the deed. “Leave him alive, and it’ll come back to bite us. Who knows—maybe he can still control monsters from a distance.”

“Nope,” Hopper cut in lightly, almost amused. “If I can’t see the creature, I can’t tame it. That’s the limit of my power.”

Amildrè shrugged, her tone casual, though her eyes stayed sharp. “Doesn’t matter to me either way. If you don’t want his blood on your hands, lock him up. Build a cell underground, let the Legion Ants handle the guard duty. They won’t let him out.”

Belamus considered her suggestion and nodded slowly. It was pragmatic and far safer than letting Hopper roam free.

The individual Legion Ants were not sentient creatures in any meaningful sense; each one was little more than an extension of the collective—limbs and tools rather than minds. There was no risk of Hopper taming them.

Plus, it would have been wrong to slaughter someone who could not resist. And yet Hopper had brought death to the townsfolk; that could not be forgiven or overlooked. There was no option to spare him, recruit him, or convert him into an ally. Belamus felt the weight of that fact like a stone in his chest.

In the end, he resolved it with grim practicality. He would not kill Hopper outright, but neither would he let him walk free. The man would be kept—and for the remainder of his days he would live—buried in a deep subterranean cell that no one could reach without permission.

※※※



Belamus and the others returned to Beresdral after their victory over Hopper. While they had been away on campaign, nothing in particular had attacked; the territory had remained quiet. Belamus had used magic to fashion an underground cell and locked Hopper inside it, and planned to leave his supervision to Medina. Hopper’s own fighting ability was so weak that he could not stand against even a single Legion Ant, so the possibility of his escape was almost nonexistent. Belamus also told Medina that if Hopper tried to get out, she should finish him without hesitation.

“All right, next we should go after the orcs. The orcs are run by the brothers Logran and Rodas. They’re all idiots, so flattening them shouldn’t be too hard,” Amildrè said brightly, as if already smelling the next battle.

They had only just finished fighting yesterday, and Belamus really wanted to give everyone a proper rest.

Besides, now that we’ve beaten Hopper, doesn’t that mean we don’t need to keep fighting? They attacked because they thought Beresdral was an easy target. Now that we’ve shown we aren’t, who’d risk coming back?

Beresdral had allied itself with the dwarves and Amildrè; it was no longer a force anyone could easily take down. Defeating Hopper would make that point clear to Beresdral’s other enemies as well.

When Belamus told Amildrè they didn’t have to force themselves into another fight, she snorted and scolded him without mercy.

“Belamus, you’re being far too soft!” she insisted. “You stole the Abyss Ring, and sooner or later, Laval will find out. He’ll be furious and come after you. Doma will get blamed and resent you, too. If those two move against you, the orcs will see an opening and attack Beresdral. With our forces now, we might be able to hold them off, but we’ll lose a lot of people.” She jabbed a finger into the air, voice sharp and breathless with concern, painting a picture of cascading threats as though the whole thing were already happening.

Her words left a bad taste in Belamus’s mouth. He understood the logic—a single stolen artifact could make powerful enemies—but he also hated the thought of dragging his people into another needless bloodbath just because rival lords wanted to settle scores. Still, Amildrè’s warning hung in the air like a splinter he couldn’t ignore; the idea of Laval and Doma moving against Beresdral, and of orcs rushing in to seize the chance, was not something he could dismiss lightly.

“Right now, the orcs are cut off. Doma and Laval are too busy tearing at each other, draining their own strength. There’s no doubt this is when they’re at their weakest. I know you’re tired of all this constant fighting, but this is exactly the moment to push through,” Amildrè pressed, her eyes alight with conviction.

Belamus couldn’t think of a single rebuttal. Every time she had offered advice in the past, her words had proved precise, almost prophetic. As an Ancient Dragon, Amildrè had lived through countless ages, time stretching behind her like an endless horizon. Even though Belamus himself had lived more than ninety years across two lives, her span of existence reached beyond anything he could imagine. That longevity had given her a depth of wisdom and knowledge no ordinary human could possibly match.

“… You’re right. This is the time when we should fight,” Belamus admitted at last, his voice low with reluctant agreement. “But even so, rest is necessary. If we rush in half-prepared, we could lose everything. We’ll recover our strength first, and then we’ll move against the orcs.”

That was the conclusion Belamus finally reached, a compromise between Amildrè’s unflinching urgency and his own caution.
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While the others rested, Belamus slipped away to scout the orcs’ movements. Just as he had when he stole the Abyss Ring from Laval’s castle, he cloaked himself with both aura-suppressing magic and a spell of invisibility, vanishing from sight as he crept into enemy territory. His companions needed rest, but he had no intention of taking any himself.

In his former life, he had lived through war. There had been countless times when exhaustion had meant nothing, when battle had demanded that men fight on regardless of fatigue. Even in those conditions, he had produced results. Compared to that, a little tiredness now was nothing. Far better to seize the moment and gather intelligence that could tilt the coming war in their favor.

Just as Amildrè had predicted, the orcs were pushing into Doma’s lands. With Laval harrying them on one front and the orcs pressing on the other, Doma’s forces were being crushed. Many of their troops had already fallen. Yet that didn’t mean the orcs had gotten away unscathed. Doma’s army was composed of monsters of exceptional quality, and among them were many fighters who were anything but easy prey. The orcs, thinking this was their chance, had walked straight into fierce counterattacks.

The elite ranks that had once been the pride of the orcs had taken staggering losses. Many were dead, others maimed or too badly wounded to fight again. Even officers of high standing—the kind considered pillars of their warbands—had been lost, leaving the orc forces drastically weakened. Their leaders, Logran and Rodas, still lived, but they were no longer directing operations from behind the lines. With so few dependable subordinates left, they had been forced onto the front, personally leading assaults against Doma.

Belamus watched it all unfold with a calculating eye. If they struck now, while Logran and Rodas were pinned to the battlefield, the enemy fortresses would be left exposed and vulnerable. The orcs’ strongholds could fall with startling ease. The more he saw, the more certain he became: this was the time to strike.

With that decision settled in his mind, Belamus turned back at once, hurrying with long strides toward Beresdral to deliver the news.
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Two days after his return, Belamus judged that the rest period had been sufficient. It was time to strike at the orcs. He assembled an expeditionary force for the campaign, weighing carefully whom to bring and what risks they would face.

Before departure, he approached Balbora with a quiet question. Did he feel no resistance to killing his own kind? Orc against orc. Balbora answered without hesitation. Compared to cutting down other monsters, yes, killing orcs pained him more. But war was war. Once blades were drawn, it couldn’t be helped.

His words reminded Belamus of humanity’s own history. People, too, did not normally kill one another, but once war broke out, slaughter between neighbors became inevitable. Perhaps, he thought, this was the same for orcs: the cruel but natural logic of conflict.

At last, standing at the head of his assembled warriors, Belamus raised his voice so that it carried across the ranks.

“Then let us march!” he cried, taking his place at the front. The men answered with a roar, and the expedition against the orcs officially began.
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Passing through the lands once ruled by Hopper, Belamus and his army pushed on into the orcs’ domain. Along the way, Merry steadily swelled their ranks. The remnants of monsters once tamed by Hopper lingered there, their bonds of control fraying ever since he had been captured and locked in the underground cell. Normally, it would have been impossible for Merry to overwrite the commands of such a skilled tamer’s creatures. But with their old master’s hold unraveling, they seized the chance, subduing beast after beast.

Some of them were formidable creatures, unwilling to yield at first. Yet if weakened through combat, even the fiercest among them eventually bent to Merry’s will. With every step forward, Belamus’s force grew stronger, absorbing those who had once served their enemy.

The orcs had tried to seal their borders with defensive walls to keep intruders out of their territory. But after their bloody clashes with Doma, their numbers had thinned. The watch was light. Belamus’s army smashed through the fortifications with ease and poured inside.

Logran and Rodas were away, leading their campaign against Doma. In their absence, the orc clans had lost all discipline. Many fell quickly in battle; others, driven by fear of death, cast down their weapons and swore allegiance to Beresdral instead. The presence of Balbora, an orc who already stood proudly among Belamus’s followers, likely made surrender easier.

At the very heart of orc territory stood their stronghold. Unlike Laval’s towering castle, it was no sprawling monument, but it had been built as a proper fortress, with solid defenses. Under different circumstances, storming it might have been costly and slow. Yet with Logran and Rodas away, and with nearly all of their finest warriors dispatched to fight Doma, the bastion was little more than an empty shell. No matter how strong the walls, they were worthless if those inside could not defend them.

Belamus and his forces broke through the fortress walls with little resistance and stormed inside. Within moments, the defenders were crushed, and the stronghold fell into their hands.

“Listen well. We’ve taken the fortress, but we haven’t yet defeated the orcs’ true leaders, Logran and Rodas. The battle isn’t over. Don’t let your guard down,” Belamus warned, his voice carrying firmly across his companions. He knew the leaders would surely march back with whatever elite fighters they had left, desperate to reclaim the fortress.

Despite his stern words, though, Belamus himself felt little doubt about the outcome. From Amildrè, he had already learned that Logran and Rodas, in terms of raw power, were not particularly formidable. Compared to the Hecatoncheir, the terrifying foe it had taken all of Beresdral’s champions together to bring down, they were far weaker. On his own, Belamus judged, he could probably defeat one of the leaders in single combat with little difficulty. And with the orc army bled dry by its battles against Doma, Beresdral’s forces now held a clear advantage.

Still, he chose patience, waiting inside the fortress for their counterattack. Before long, word reached him: the orcs were coming, enraged, intent on taking back what had been stolen.

When they struck, Belamus met their assault with cool precision. From atop the fortress walls, he unleashed volleys of magic alongside barrages from the dwarven artillery units. The orcs could not close the distance.

Orcs, as a race, were generally poor at ranged combat. Some rare evolutions existed—those who mastered magic, or, like Balbora, became Dragon Orcs capable of spewing fire. But such cases were exceptions. The overwhelming majority had evolved for close-quarters fighting, leaving them helpless under the rain of arrows, bolts, and spells hurled down from above.

“Damn you!!! You bastards are mocking us!”

“Give back our fortress!”

The furious shouts echoed up from below, and at the head of the charge two massive orcs pushed forward, their rage boiling over.

Two towering figures stepped into view: an Emperor Orc and a Diamond Orc. They were none other than Logran and Rodas, the brothers who led the orc clans. At first, they had clearly left the task of retaking the fortress to their subordinates. But when the assault ground to a halt, they had lost patience and decided to bring it down with their own hands. Belamus read the situation at a glance.

As expected of leaders, the brothers weathered the barrage of spells and dwarven artillery raining down from the walls. Shields of brute strength and hardened hide turned aside every strike. Recognizing that this was no ordinary clash, Belamus knew it was his turn to step in.

Cloaking himself with aura-suppression magic, he slipped outside the fortress and crept closer, step by step, until he was nearly upon them.

“You—! When did you get here?!” one of the brothers roared, eyes widening as Belamus materialized from the shadows.

In that instant, Belamus thrust his palm forward and bellowed, “Saint Breaker!!!”

The holy spell detonated point-blank, slamming straight into Logran, the Emperor Orc. Caught off guard, he took the blast full in the face. His skull was obliterated in an instant; his head vanished in a storm of light, and he dropped lifelessly to the ground.

Seeing his brother felled so easily, Rodas recoiled in horror, his body curling up defensively. The Diamond Orc’s hide hardened and glittered, encasing him entirely in an armor of diamond without a single gap. Against blades or arrows, it was flawless. But it was only protection from the physical. If flames licked at that diamond shell long enough, the heat would build until even such a body could not endure.

Belamus leveled his gaze at the glittering, curled-up form of Rodas and spoke in a low, unyielding voice.

“From here on, I’ll burn you without stopping. Blows won’t work against that shell of yours, but fire will. If you don’t want to be roasted alive, uncurl yourself and surrender quietly.”

For a moment, Rodas remained silent, locked inside his diamond cocoon, as though weighing his pride against his survival. Belamus’s tone sharpened.

“Ten… nine…”

He began to count down. By the time he reached five, a panicked cry burst from within the armored shell.

“Fine! I give up! I surrender!!!”

His voice cracked, pitiful and desperate, but it was enough. With Logran dead and Rodas capitulating, the orcs had no choice but to bow their heads. From that day onward, they would serve under the banner of Beresdral.

Belamus wasted no time consolidating his victory. Rather than returning home, he turned his army immediately toward Doma. Already reeling from Laval’s relentless pressure on one front and the orcs’ invasion on the other, Doma’s forces were spent. Their monsters lay in heaps, their numbers thinned to almost nothing.

At the heart of it all, the leader Doma herself looked drained of strength, her body so weary she could no longer muster the will to fight. When Beresdral’s host swept into his lands, resistance was impossible. With barely a struggle, she raised the banner of surrender.

One more rival had fallen. Now, only Laval remained.



Chapter 3


The War’s End

“What kind of man is Laval?” Belamus asked Amildrè, seeking details on the last enemy remaining.

Amildrè tilted her head thoughtfully before answering. “Hmm… his personal strength is nothing to scoff at. Still, I don’t think he’s stronger than you, Belamus.”

The truth was that Beresdral’s position had never been stronger. The orcs had bent the knee, Doma had fallen into submission, and both Amildrè and the dwarves stood beside him as allies. Laval’s faction was completely isolated now, severed from every source of support. The outcome of the final struggle seemed all but decided.

Belamus saw no reason to waste lives. He sent message after message to Laval, urging him to surrender while he still had the chance. Yet Laval rejected them all outright. To him, the very notion of bowing to a human was unthinkable.

At last, Belamus’s patience wore thin. If Laval would not yield, then only force remained. Gathering his army, he set his sights on Laval’s castle and gave the order to march.
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The march to Laval’s castle proved almost too easy. His forces, bled dry from their prolonged struggle with Doma, simply no longer had the numbers to resist. Belamus’s army advanced without hindrance until the castle loomed before them. There, they encircled it completely, hemming Laval in from all sides.

Even after the encirclement, Belamus continued to send messages demanding surrender. Yet every attempt was rebuffed. Laval’s hatred of bowing to a human was etched so deeply that he would not even entertain the thought.

At last, Belamus gave the order. If Laval would not yield, then the fortress would be taken by force. The dwarves’ Gear Golems smashed through the defensive walls, tearing open a breach. Belamus’s entire army poured inside, cutting down Laval’s monsters one after another until they carved their way to the innermost chamber where their foe awaited.

“Laval. Surrender. There’s no meaning in prolonging this fight,” Belamus commanded, voice hard and steady.

“Heh… surrender? Me? I’d sooner die than bow to a human.” Laval’s sneer twisted into a grim smile as he spat his defiance.

Belamus saw the futility of further persuasion, so the battle began.

As an Incubus, Laval stood at the very peak of his kind. His magic roared with staggering force, shaking the chamber with every incantation. But Belamus, who had lived his past life as a Great Sage, was no less formidable in sorcery. And where Laval fought alone, Belamus had an army at his back.

Wave after wave of strikes hammered Laval. Belamus raised barriers to block the worst of Laval’s spells, while Delarosa unleashed destructive magic like Saint Breaker, and Navasha darted in with lightning speed to slash at Laval’s body. It was a one-sided assault, though Laval’s skill with healing magic kept him on his feet longer than expected. Wounds closed as quickly as they were made, and his mana reserves seemed bottomless.

Even such power had its limits. Slowly, the tide ground him down. At last, his mana ran dry, leaving him defenseless. Belamus seized the opening, conjured a glowing shaft, and drove a Light Arrow straight through Laval’s chest.

“D… damn… it…” Laval gasped, his voice ragged with disbelief.

The arrow pierced his heart, a mortal strike even for an Incubus. Blood gushed from the wound, and Laval collapsed in a spreading pool, his defiance extinguished at last.

The life of Laval, the strongest of the Incubi, came to an end.

Even after their lord had fallen, his subordinates did not lay down their arms. Not one of them surrendered to Belamus. Their loyalty to Laval must have been absolute. Yet loyalty could not change the battlefield. By then, the gap in strength between the two sides was overwhelming. No matter how fiercely they fought, victory was out of reach.

One by one, Laval’s followers were cut down, their defiance extinguished in blood and fire. In the end, almost all of them were slain by the warriors of Beresdral.

Thus, the great conflict that had raged across the Great Frazes Forest came to its conclusion. The war was over, its final embers dying in silence.
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“Wow, Belamus, you really were amazing. To think you’d wipe them all out,” Amildrè said once the fighting had ended, her voice as light and teasing as ever.

“With this, most of the Great Frazes Forest is yours now,” she added, smiling wryly as though the whole affair were some kind of game.

“It’s not as though I ever wanted it,” Belamus replied. His campaigns had been for Beresdral’s protection, nothing more. And yet, in the course of the war, his ranks had swollen. Not only the orcs but even Doma’s Lamia faction now served beneath his banner. Unlike Laval, Doma had offered no stubborn resistance; to her, following the stronger was only natural.

“That just leaves me,” Amildrè said with a breezy laugh, as though she were joking.

“I have no intention of fighting you. Unless… are you thinking of attacking Beresdral yourself?” Belamus asked, half in earnest.

“Haha, no way. I’d lose for sure. By now, Beresdral has way more power than I do,” she answered, grinning cheerfully.

Then, in the same casual tone, she dropped another surprise: “Honestly, with Laval and Logran dead, Hopper captured, and Doma and Rodas turned into your subordinates, I don’t really feel like playing leader anymore. I think I’d rather just retire to a quiet corner of the forest and live at my own pace.”

Belamus frowned. “You say that, but… what exactly are you planning to do?”

“I told you, I’m giving it all to you. My followers, my stronghold, everything. From today on, the entire Great Frazes Forest belongs to you. Congratulations.”

“That’s… not what I wanted,” Belamus muttered, baffled.

Amildrè only laughed again. “Too late. I’ve already told my people to follow you from now on. Good luck, Belamus.” And with that, she walked away, as irresponsibly as ever.

Always so careless… Well, I suppose it can’t be helped now. The Great Frazes Forest will have to be unified under me.

In his former life, Belamus had chosen reincarnation for the sake of a slow, peaceful existence. But that dream, it seemed, would remain a distant one for a very long time to come.

After the war, Belamus turned his full attention to rebuilding and guiding the development of the Great Frazes Forest. He offered protection to intelligent monsters who had belonged to no faction, granting them safe places to live. He cleared swaths of forest to make farmland, steadily increasing the region’s food production. Step by step, he implemented measures that enriched the lives of his new citizens.

Yet monsters were creatures who, by nature, often fought and quarreled. The idea of helping one another or living together peacefully was alien to most. As their numbers grew, so too did inevitable conflicts. To maintain order, Belamus established guards to patrol the realm, drew up laws to govern behavior, and built roads that made travel across the vast forest easier. From the dwarves, he imported vehicles and other machines, accelerating the movement of goods and people. He also organized squads dedicated to hunting down dangerous beasts, driving them out one by one until even weaker creatures could safely walk the forest paths.

Within only a few years, Beresdral’s population swelled dramatically. Countless races of monsters gathered there, and what had once been a single fortress grew into an empire of monsters.

At the heart of it all stood Belamus, in the very center of the forest near the colossal World Tree. There, he oversaw the construction of the Grand Demon Palace, transforming it into a true castle. Using his own mastery of earth magic and drawing on the talents of Delarosa, Medello, and many other spellcasters, he summoned vast legions of mages to the task. With such combined power, the castle rose at astonishing speed, completed in a mere few months.

Word of the immense fortress spread across all of Beresdral like wildfire. When it was announced that a great ceremony would mark its completion, the news drew monsters from every corner of the realm. They came in droves, eager to revel in the occasion.

Standing atop the new castle, Belamus looked down upon the gathered multitudes, the monster empire united beneath his gaze. And then Belamus began his speech.

“Thank you all for gathering here! I am Belamus! From this day forth, this castle shall stand as the symbol of Beresdral!”

His voice rang out in the Goblin tongue. Among the many different races of monsters, Goblin had long since become the common language. Its usefulness was undeniable, and over time, more and more creatures had adopted it for daily speech. The dialects monsters had once used differed little from one another, so learning the shared tongue had not been difficult.

“Beresdral has achieved great growth! It has become a place where countless monsters live together in prosperity, a land where life is easier and richer than ever before!”

Each time Belamus’s words thundered over the crowd, cheers erupted in response. The monsters revered him not only as their ruler but also as the human who had improved their quality of life. Admiration and respect blazed in their eyes as they cried out his name.

At last, Belamus raised his hand high and declared with unshakable conviction, “Here and now, I proclaim the founding of the Grand Demon Empire of Beresdral, sovereign over the entire Great Frazes Forest!”
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Belamus’s voice boomed as he made the declaration, his words echoing from the high walls of the new castle. The monsters gathered below erupted in wild jubilation, their excitement reaching its peak.

“My people! From this day on, we live as citizens of one nation! Let us unite more strongly than ever before and build our lives together! As your first Demon Emperor, I vow to act for the sake of Beresdral’s prosperity and make it greater than it has ever been!!!”

With those words, Belamus’s speech came to an end. The cheers thundered on, a tide of voices shaking the very air.

And so it was that in the heart of the Great Frazes Forest, a mighty and prosperous empire was born: Beresdral, the Grand Demon Empire, its foundation laid beneath the gaze of its first emperor.



Epilogue


Five years had passed since the founding of the Grand Demon Empire of Beresdral. Belamus was now twenty years old.

He had once believed that the next decade of his life would be consumed by the unending duties of an emperor, but reality had proven otherwise. The first two years had indeed been relentless, leaving him scarcely any time to sleep. Yet as more capable subordinates gathered around him and the empire’s foundation grew solid, Beresdral began to run smoothly without his constant hand.

Now, he was able to enjoy a surprisingly relaxed life within the castle—at least during the day. Nights were another matter.

After supper and a hot bath, Belamus retired to his chambers, intending to sleep.

“Tonight it’s my turn!!!”

The door flew open, and Navasha burst in, clad in little more than thin fabric, her appearance deliberately enticing. She had grown tall and lithe, her legs long and her figure graceful. Her chest remained modest, giving her an understated beauty. Once mistaken for a boy in her childhood, Navasha now wore her hair longer, and the years had shaped her into a striking woman.

“No, Navasha, you already had your turn! Tonight is mine!”

Hot on her heels came Delarosa, equally scantily dressed, her eyes flashing with competitive fire.

Medello slipped in after them, dressed just as lightly, though her manner was far more reserved. Petite compared to the others, she nonetheless boasted the most generous figure of all. Her face burned red with embarrassment, the shy charm in her expression only stoking a man’s desire.

“H-How about… all together…?” she murmured, her voice faltering as she glanced away.

“That’s it!!!” Delarosa and Navasha shouted in unison, their eyes flashing with sudden inspiration.

“No… absolutely not. My body wouldn’t survive that,” Belamus said, raising his hands in surrender, his tone pleading for mercy.

Since becoming emperor, his private life had grown far more complicated. At first, he had taken Delarosa to bed only to honor a promise made long ago. But afterward, Medello, Navasha, and others began pressing him with relentless affection.

In his previous life, he had lived under human customs in which one man had only one wife. But in Beresdral, among goblins and other monsters, such thinking did not exist. Here, the strong were expected to take many wives, and no one thought it strange. Delarosa herself had given her blessing, and so what began as a single bond quickly became a harem.

Every night, one woman after another sought him out, their demands never easing. Monsters like goblins possessed fearsome appetites, and to keep up with them required strength far beyond the ordinary. Belamus, even with all his power, often collapsed into bed utterly drained by dawn.

Among the women was Liza, the human knight. Though technically part of the harem, her official duties kept her occupied, and she shared his bed only rarely.

In his former life, Belamus had had little connection with women. Now, though only twenty years old, he had already been with women more times than in the eighty years of his past existence combined. Exhausting as it was, he could not deny the truth: being desired every night was a happiness for any man.

Of course, he did his best to treat each woman with sincerity, one by one. Tonight, after a lottery to decide, Delarosa had emerged the victor. Belamus would spend the night with her.

After their union, Belamus and Delarosa lay side by side on the bed. She looked bright and cheerful as always, while he lay sprawled out, utterly drained.

“Hey, Belamus… I think I might be pregnant,” Delarosa blurted suddenly, her tone casual but her eyes gleaming with something deeper.

Belamus turned his head, startled. “Is that true?”

“Mmhm. My body feels different, and my monthly cycle hasn’t come. Mama says it’s because I’m carrying a child,” she explained with an earnest nod.

Though Belamus had shared his nights with many women, no child had yet been conceived. The mingling of human and monster blood made pregnancy rare. With Liza, the human knight, he spent too little time with her for the lucky conception to have occurred, and thus she had not conceived either.

Even so, he knew it was possible. In his previous life, he had seen cases of children born between humans and goblins, though such unions had been uncommon. The reasons why such fundamentally different beings could bear children remained a mystery, even now.

“I wonder what our child will be like,” Delarosa mused, a softness in her voice he had never heard before.

“Most likely, the child will inherit goblin traits,” Belamus answered thoughtfully.

Children born of such unions almost always bore the race of their mother. If a human man and a goblin woman bore a child, the child would appear to be a goblin. If a goblin man and a human woman had a child, it would be human. Still, the father’s features were not erased entirely—resemblances in the face, talents, or stature were often passed down.

“You know,” Delarosa murmured, pressing a hand lovingly to her stomach, “just thinking that I might have your child inside me makes my heart feel warm and full. It’s such a happy feeling.”

The expression she wore then was a far cry from the mischievous girl he had once known; it was the serene, radiant face of a woman stepping into motherhood.

So, this is what it means to become a mother, Belamus thought, gazing at her.

“I feel the same,” he admitted quietly.

Though his body was weary, his heart brimmed with joy. In his previous life, he had never found a woman to wed, never fathered a child. Now, the thought of leaving behind his own bloodline filled him with a happiness deeper than he had ever known.
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“All right, everyone ready?!” Delarosa cried a few days later, her voice bubbling with excitement as she bounced on her toes.

Belamus had been planning the excursion for several weeks: a journey across Beresdral to inspect the land and see firsthand how the empire had grown. Since the Grand Demon Empire’s founding, the Great Frazes Forest had changed beyond recognition.

The old goblin village, once the original base of Beresdral, had become the heart of the Western District. Now the empire was divided into seven regions: the West, Southwest, Southeast, East, Northeast, Northwest, and Central District, where the castle stood. Each boasted its own capital city, but the Western capital in particular had flourished beyond all expectations. Because Belamus himself had overseen its construction, it was more developed than even the Central District. Wealth flowed through its streets, and it housed more monsters than any other part of the empire.

In recent years, the West had even begun trade with humans. Goods were abundant, and prosperity was visible on every corner. At first, human kingdoms had trembled at the thought of the empire’s rise, terrified of the so-called Demon Emperor. But when they realized Beresdral harbored no hostility—and, more importantly, that it offered a lucrative trading partner—their fear melted away. They now eagerly flocked to Beresdral, their opportunism on full display.

Belamus could only shake his head at their cunning. More than once, nobles and rulers had even offered their daughters’ hands in marriage, hoping to seal powerful alliances. Yet he had declined each proposal with polite firmness. His harem already stretched him to his limits; to add more would be impossible.

“The first stop is the Southwest District, right?” asked Mimi, the dwarf girl, sidling up to him with a bright smile. She, too, was part of Belamus’s ever-demanding harem.

The alliance with the dwarves had been cemented early on, sealed when one of their princesses was given in marriage to Belamus.

Even after years together, her outward appearance never changed; she still looked like a human child. At night, no matter how he tried to suppress it, Belamus could not help but feel a stab of guilt. Rationally, he knew such hesitation was unnecessary—by dwarven standards, she was long past the age when most women bore children. In fact, it was strange that she hadn’t already. And like with monsters, conception between a dwarf and a human was possible, though the odds were lower.

Now she was at the wheel of a great vehicle fashioned with dwarven craft. It had a massive cargo bed, but instead of goods, the space inside had been remade into comfortable living quarters. It was, in every sense, a camping carriage, an invention born from the full might of dwarven technology. There were only two such marvels in the world.

Mimi, the dwarf princess, had insisted on driving. Despite her royal blood, she had a knack for handling the machine, and above all, she loved the act of driving itself. Joining Belamus on this grand tour of Beresdral were four companions: Delarosa, Navasha, Medello, and Mimi herself.

Delarosa, heavy with child, was not in the best of health, but she had stubbornly declared her wish to accompany them. The journey promised to be a long one, and there was always the risk that she might go into labor on the road. Still, with Medello’s healing magic, even a difficult birth could be managed without lasting harm to mother or child.

One person who could not come was Liza, once Belamus’s close aide. She was currently working in another district and too far away to join them. Belamus’s mother, Arèsa, still lived with him in Beresdral Castle, but when asked, she had waved them off with a laugh.

“What business would I have tagging along on a harem trip? I’ll stay behind and enjoy the peace of the castle.”

Needless to say, Arèsa herself was never part of Belamus’s harem.

“Right then,” Belamus said at last. “We’re all set. Time to go.”

“Let’s hit the road!” Mimi cried with sparkling eyes as she started the engine. And with that, the great camping carriage rumbled forward, carrying Belamus and his companions into the first stretch of their journey.
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The carriage rolled steadily along a road that had been carefully leveled and reinforced with earth magic. Not long ago, it wouldn’t have been unusual for monsters to burst out of the wilderness, blocking their way in sudden ambushes. But these days, sightings had grown rare, and few dared come close to the well-traveled routes.

Their first destination lay in the Southwest District, on the very ground where Hopper had once constructed a dungeon. The creature himself was still imprisoned, condemned as a criminal, and kept under lock and key. He seemed to have no desire to venture outside again, quietly passing his days behind bars. Near the ruins of that abandoned dungeon, the new heart of the Southwest was beginning to take shape.

The district’s central city was still in the midst of development. Its progress, however, was remarkable, thanks to its proximity both to Beresdral Castle and to the established Western capital. From the carriage window, Belamus surveyed the town with a watchful eye.

Everywhere he looked, monsters of many kinds had settled. Goblins, Gremlins, imps—countless creatures filled the streets, mingling with surprising order. Of them all, goblins were by far the most numerous across Beresdral. They reproduced quickly, multiplying at a staggering pace. Some were natives of the land, hiding in secret corners of the world until the founding of Beresdral gave them a place to live openly. Others had migrated in droves, drawn by the promise of a nation where monsters could thrive. Wherever one traveled within the realm, goblins were never in short supply.

As Belamus strolled through the district, a familiar high-pitched voice reached his ears.

“Ah! L-Lord Belamus…!”

It was Lilli the imp. Because the Southwest was home to a large population of imps, she had taken up residence here as their de facto leader. Despite her duties, her heart belonged unabashedly to Belamus, and she too counted herself among his harem. Yet like Liza, her responsibilities tied her to her people, keeping her from living permanently at Beresdral Castle. She often wished she could remain by his side, but that dream would have to wait for another day.

Lilli’s cheeks burned crimson as she stammered, her voice trembling with a mix of shyness and barely contained delight.

“Th-The fact that you’ve come to see me… does it mean you wished to… to be with me? I—I am always ready to be held by you, Lord Belamus…” She tried to emphasize her embarrassment with a timid pose, but the joy radiating from her expression betrayed her completely.

Belamus cleared his throat and shook his head gently. “No, I’m traveling through Beresdral on an inspection. It’s been two years since my last tour, and I thought it was time to see how much has changed.”

Mimi leaned out from the carriage with her usual energy. “Yeah, yeah! Besides, we’re here too, remember?”

Lilli blinked and finally seemed to notice the others. “Ah—y-you were… here all along?” Her disappointment was so blatant it almost made Belamus wince. Clearly, until now, no one but him had even entered her field of vision. “I see,” she murmured with a resigned sigh. “But you’re not leaving right away, are you?”

“We’ll be staying for a few days,” Belamus answered.

Lilli brightened immediately, leaning closer. “Then… perhaps tonight? It has been so long since I’ve seen you…”

Belamus hesitated, feeling the weight of the others’ stares. At length, he gave a small nod, his own cheeks tinged with color. “Well… I suppose so,” he murmured.

Both of them flushed at their own words, caught in a moment that was equal parts tender and awkward. From behind, Delarosa and the other women frowned, their expressions clouded with displeasure. None voiced their complaints outright—Belamus belonged to all of them, after all—but jealousy still simmered quietly in their eyes.

Sensing the tension, Belamus quickly steered the conversation away. “In any case, the city has changed tremendously. Compared to before, there are so many new buildings, and the streets are far livelier with people than I remember.”

Two short years ago, when he had last visited, the Southwest city had still been in its infancy. Now it was bustling with growth, and Belamus marveled at the difference.

“Yes, well… I have been working rather hard myself,” Lilli admitted, still flustered.

“You’ve done well,” Belamus said warmly.

Lilli shook her head quickly, waving her hands in flustered denial. “N-No, really, it’s nothing… I’ve barely begun,” she insisted, though the blush across her face and the shy curve of her lips betrayed the pride swelling in her chest. Lilli tilted her head, her expression bright with curiosity. “Lord Belamus, what about you? Has anything changed on your end?”

Belamus paused for a moment, then answered evenly. “Well… yes. As it happens, Delarosa is with child.”

Lilli’s eyes flew wide, her voice cracking in disbelief. “What?!” she cried, the single word embodying her shock as she stood frozen in place. “I… I had prepared myself for this possibility,” she whispered at last, her voice trembling, “but I had always hoped it would be I who bore your first child, Lord Belamus.”

Her face fell, disappointment written across every line of it. Then, with a sudden burst of resolve, she straightened, her tone rising to a fevered pitch. “No, I cannot allow this! I will be the one to give you your second child! Come, Lord Belamus—come with me this instant!”

She seized his arm and tugged hard, trying to drag him toward her home. Before she could succeed, Delarosa and Mimi rushed in to restrain her.

“Hold it right there!” Delarosa snapped, clinging to Lilli’s shoulders. “It’s the middle of the day—save that nonsense for tonight!”

“Yeah!” Mimi chimed in, planting her hands on her hips. “We’ve still got places to show Belamus, remember? He’s not here just to sneak into your house!”

Caught between the two of them, Lilli struggled for a moment before sagging in defeat. “… Fine. Very well. Instead, allow me to guide you through what has changed here.”

With a resigned sigh, she fell into step beside Belamus, and together they began to walk the city streets.

The differences from years past were plain. A large marketplace now dominated the center of town, humming with activity. When Belamus had last visited, there had been only a scattering of shops; now, rows of merchants hawked every sort of good in a proper market square. The growth filled him with quiet certainty: the city was on the cusp of becoming a thriving hub of commerce.

Their tour continued, Lilli, pointing out one development after another, until at last she gestured toward the outskirts with a more serious expression. “Ah, there is one last place you should see. This way, please.”

She led them down a familiar path, and soon the group stood before the gaping entrance to the old dungeon, once home to Hopper.

“Lord Belamus,” called a cheerful voice from the doorway.

Standing there to greet him was Merry the gremlin. The dungeon had since been transformed into a breeding ground, filled with the monsters Merry had personally tamed and gathered. The facilities were well-suited for the task; Hopper had originally designed them for raising monsters of every sort.

When Belamus had last come, the numbers had been far smaller, the variety meager, and their strength unremarkable. Now the difference was undeniable.

“I’ve been working hard to increase the number of strong monsters here,” Lilli explained proudly, clasping her hands behind her back. “I even help with the taming myself. They say it’s easier to tame a beast once it’s been weakened, after all.”

“Yes,” Merry added softly, giving a small bow of their head. “I’m very grateful for Lady Lilli’s assistance.”

Belamus regarded the little gremlin closely. Much time had passed since they had first met, yet Merry’s appearance was unchanged. They remained small, almost childlike in stature. Like the dwarves, gremlins did not grow much even into adulthood. Still, while Merry’s outward form had not shifted, their manner toward him certainly had. When they had first crossed paths, Merry had been terrified of him, wary and stiff at every word. But now that fear had slowly ebbed away, replaced with a genuine friendliness whenever they spoke.

“You’ve done well,” Belamus said warmly. “Would it be all right if we take a look inside the dungeon?”

“Of course,” Merry replied with a smile. “All the creatures here are good children. They won’t attack you. Not that it would matter—you’d fend them off easily, Lord Belamus, even if they tried.”

With that, Merry turned and padded lightly into the dungeon’s shadowed halls. Belamus and his companions followed behind.

The structure itself had changed little since the day he had fought Hopper here. The labyrinthine layout was much the same, though every trap that once lurked in the corridors had long since been disarmed.

After a time, the passage opened into a vast chamber. There, looming figures stirred: Cyclopes, trolls, and other giant-kin monsters, their immense bodies moving with ponderous weight.

Such creatures, if hostile, posed a terrible threat. Yet, when tamed, they became invaluable allies. Their raw strength allowed them to haul enormous loads with ease, or to swing axes through the trunks of the great forest trees as though they were no more than reeds. Their endurance, too, was staggering; they could labor for ten hours straight without complaint. And of course, when battle came, their size and might made them fearsome weapons of war.

Despite their bulk, their intellects were surprisingly simple. Once subdued, they rarely, if ever, betrayed their masters.

Belamus remembered his last visit well—back then, there had been far fewer giants than he now beheld. The giant-kin were rare creatures, difficult to tame in large numbers, yet somehow their ranks had swelled to nearly fifty.

“We’ve even managed to breed them,” Merry announced with quiet pride, lifting a small hand and pointing across the chamber. “Look, over there. That’s a young Cyclops.”

Belamus followed Merry’s finger. Sure enough, one of the towering figures was smaller than the rest. Yet even diminished in stature, the so-called child still loomed far larger than any human, its massive frame making it hard to believe it could be called young at all.

Breeding monsters was no simple matter. With some species, the process was no different from that of ordinary animals or humans; such creatures reproduced easily once tamed. But many others defied such straightforward methods. Cyclopes and the other giant-kin, though outwardly humanoid, were another matter entirely. Their physiology differed so greatly that even the most basic distinctions—gender, the location of reproductive organs—were nearly impossible to discern.

“That’s remarkable,” Belamus said, his voice carrying genuine admiration. “It can’t have been easy.”

Merry flushed faintly and lowered their gaze, looking somewhat sheepish, and gave a nervous smile. “Well… the truth is, I found some of Hopper’s old research notes. They’d been hidden away, but about a year ago, I stumbled across them. As a tamer, he was leagues beyond me. I’ve been studying his records ever since, doing my best to reach his level.”

Hopper might have been their enemy once, but it seemed that even now, in an unexpected way, he continued to contribute to Beresdral’s growth. With stronger taming techniques, new possibilities would surely open before them. Belamus made a mental note: training additional tamers beyond Merry was no longer to be delayed.

They pressed deeper into the dungeon. Compared to his last visit, the population of monsters had multiplied enormously. Among them prowled a striking new presence: the Forest Dragons, creatures bred for speed. Dozens of the lithe beasts filled one cavern, their scaled hides gleaming under the torchlight.

With saddles strapped to their backs, they could be ridden like horses. In Beresdral, where automobiles had yet to spread widely, the Forest Dragons were becoming indispensable. Unlike horses, they boasted greater strength and far swifter legs, and they could run tirelessly for hours without faltering.

When it came to endurance, the Forest Dragons could run far longer than any automobile. In that respect, machines did not hold an absolute advantage. The dragons’ one drawback lay in their temperament: they were difficult to handle. Yet those raised by Merry were well trained and obedient to commands, and their unruly nature had been all but erased.

The dungeon contained many such creatures, but Merry saved the most remarkable for last.

At the far end of the passage, Merry stopped before a heavy door and placed a hand upon it. Their small body practically trembled with anticipation. “This one,” Merry said, voice alive with excitement, “is the monster I most wanted you to see, Lord Belamus.”

Merry pushed the door open and stepped inside. Belamus followed at their heels—and froze.

There, sprawled across the chamber floor, lay a massive red dragon, its body coiled in a state of drowsy contentment. Its golden eyes flicked open at their arrival, but it showed no hostility, only a watchful calm. Clearly, Merry had succeeded in taming the beast and bringing it into their care.

“You’ve managed to tame a dragon?” Belamus asked, astonishment coloring his tone.

“Yes,” Merry replied with a proud smile. “It was terribly difficult, but somehow I managed. His name is Aran. He can breathe fire and take to the skies.”

“I see…” Belamus murmured, his gaze lingering on the beast’s immense wings. With a creature of this size, carrying passengers through the air would be entirely possible. If dragons could be tamed in greater numbers, an aerial transport network might one day become reality.

“Whoa! That’s so freaking cool!” Navasha shouted, bouncing on her heels with childlike glee. No matter how many years passed, she still carried that boyish spark in her heart.

Delarosa, who had once shared a similar temperament, only smiled serenely. “It really is incredible, Belamus,” she said softly, her voice warm with admiration. In the last few years, she had grown into a far more composed and mature woman.

“Th-This is… scary,” Medello whispered, her voice cracking as she shrank back.

Mimi clutched at her sleeves and nodded rapidly. “It—it’s not going to attack us, right? We’re safe, aren’t we?”

Even with the years they had gained, their nervousness remained unchanged. Both were as timid before the sight of a dragon as they would have been in their youth.

After their viewing of Aran, Belamus and the others finally took their leave of the dungeon. That night, they accepted Lilli’s hospitality and stayed at her home.

When evening fell, Lilli appeared before Belamus practically vibrating with excitement, unable—and unwilling—to hold herself back any longer. Her joy at being near him was almost overwhelming. Belamus, though weary from the day, yielded to her relentless affection.

Imps, for all their small stature, were a species of fierce appetite. With Lilli’s boundless energy, Belamus soon found himself pushed to his very limits.
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“Y-you’re leaving already?” Lilli’s voice trembled as she clutched at her sleeves, eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

After several days in the Southwest, Belamus and his companions prepared to depart for the Southeast. Lilli’s expression was painfully sorrowful, but though it tugged at Belamus’s heart, he could not linger. This was a journey to survey all of Beresdral; he could not remain in one place indefinitely.

True to her nature, Lilli had argued that if she could split her body in two, she would leave half behind and follow with the other. But duty bound her too tightly. She had been leading the imps since even before their migration to Beresdral, and her sense of responsibility would not permit her to abandon them.

“Take care of yourself, then,” Belamus said gently.

“Sniff… r-right…” Lilli wailed, her tears spilling freely.

Leaving the crying imp behind, Belamus and the others climbed into their carriage and set out for the Southeast District.

That region was home to the Alraune. Goblins and other monsters lived there as well, of course, but Alraune were by far the most numerous. They had originally resided closer to the capital, but the Southeast, blessed with abundant water and a temperate climate, had proven irresistible—a paradise where they could thrive. Though many had been attached to their original homes, they had ultimately chosen to relocate.

The landscape of the Southeast was unlike any other part of Beresdral. Elsewhere, even with the advance of development, forests and wild greenery still stretched just beyond the city limits. But here, the land had been transformed almost entirely into farmland. As far as the eye could see, neat rows of crops blanketed the earth, with scarcely a single tree in sight.

It was the perfect environment for the Alraune, whose well-being was tied closely to fertile soil and the cultivation of plants. Thanks to the immense harvests they reaped, the people of Beresdral enjoyed steady food supplies and could live each day without fear of want.

Most of the farmers tending these vast fields were Alraune themselves, their lives interwoven seamlessly with the land they nurtured.

The carriage rolled on until at last they reached the central city of the Southeast District.

Here, agriculture reigned supreme. Food was traded in great quantities, and the bustle of the markets reflected the prosperity of the land. Economically, the city had grown remarkably, its wealth and activity evident. Among all the regions of the Grand Demon Empire of Beresdral, the southern territories now showed the greatest potential for future growth.

After spending some time walking the streets and observing the lively commerce, Belamus made his way to meet the district’s governor.

The official residence was a grand manor, and a familiar face waited at its entrance.

“Lord Belamus! What an honor to receive you here,” called Ellency, the Alraune who served as leader of her people. She had taken on the role of district governor, and in addition to representing the Alraune, now oversaw the administration of the city and the countless duties that came with it.
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}“May I ask what brings you here today?” Ellency inquired with a smile.

“We’re touring the whole of Beresdral,” Belamus explained. “Part inspection, part holiday. Not long ago, we were in the southwest district.”

“I see. That’s a fine idea,” Ellency said approvingly. “The Southwest has grown quite a bit lately, hasn’t it?”

“It has. And here as well—the number of Alraune has increased compared to before.”

Ellency chuckled, the petals atop her head trembling faintly with the motion. “Naturally. The Southeast is comfortable for us, and it’s a place where new children can be born.”

The two spoke together for a time, their conversation light and easy.

For the record, Ellency was not part of Belamus’s harem. Though Alraune looked outwardly like women, their true nature was different. Each bore both stamen and pistil in the flower crowning their head, and they could self-pollinate to produce seeds from which new Alraune might one day grow. The probability of such seeds forming, however, was quite low—perhaps only two or three times in the span of an entire lifetime. Still, in an environment as favorable as the Southeast, the odds improved somewhat.

These seeds were entirely separate from the ones that produced the fruit known as the Alra, a specialty crop of Beresdral. That fruit, too, was created by the Alraune, though no one yet understood why their bodies sometimes produced seeds that bore fruit rather than offspring.

Thus, while Ellency might appear every bit the elegant woman, she was not truly female, and for that reason, she remained outside Belamus’s circle of consorts.

“This city hasn’t changed much aside from the increase in Alraune,” Ellency admitted. “Personally, I think that’s for the best. It’s a fine place as it is, and there’s no need to force needless change.”

Belamus found himself agreeing. Though the town had indeed grown—more residents meant more homes and buildings—its streets retained the same calm air as before.

“Tonight, allow me to prepare a feast for you,” Ellency said warmly. “All made from the harvest of this land.”

“A feast? I look forward to it,” Belamus replied with a small smile.

That evening, Ellency offered them an array of dishes crafted from the Southeast’s rich produce. The flavors were fresh and abundant, carrying the essence of the fertile soil itself.

After a few more days of quiet in the Southeast, Belamus and his companions climbed back into their carriage and turned their journey north.

※※※



“That food was so good,” Delarosa sighed happily, gazing out at the passing scenery from the carriage window.

“I heard Ellency made it all herself,” Belamus replied.

“She’s really gotten good at cooking, hasn’t she?” Medello said, her tone filled with admiration.

Cooking had never been a skill of Ellency’s, but about three years ago, she had taken it up as a hobby. Since then, her progress had been remarkable. Now she was able to prepare dishes of surprising flavor and finesse. Because the taste buds of Alraune differed from those of goblins or humans, she had learned to adjust her recipes for each race. For her, the joy was not in eating but in seeing others savor what she created. That, more than anything, drove her love of cooking.

The carriage continued northward, and soon they entered the Eastern district.

This was once the domain of the orcs, and they remained the most numerous inhabitants even now. The central city had grown up around the site of the old fortress built by Logran and Rodas. Since the stronghold had already stood at the heart of the region, it had been a natural place to form the new city.

As Belamus’s party entered the city, the difference was obvious. The streets were lined with houses built on a grander scale—large dwellings to suit the orcs, who were a size or two larger than humans or goblins. Of course, smaller homes dotted the neighborhoods as well, for the many other monsters who also lived there.

Though orcs had a reputation as a warrior race, their talents extended beyond the battlefield. They excelled at crafts requiring dexterity, such as blacksmithing and cooking. Their hearty appetites drove them to culinary mastery, and the food in this district was considered some of the best in all of Beresdral.

The most renowned restaurant in the city was run by an orc woman whose dishes had gained fame far beyond the district. Human, goblin, and monster alike, all who dined there agreed: the food was extraordinary. The establishment had become so popular that patrons now flocked from every corner of Beresdral.

Belamus and his companions had planned to visit the restaurant for the first time in a long while, but when they saw how crowded it was, they reluctantly decided against it.

In the end, they chose a modest diner rather than the famed restaurant. The food, while simple, was delicious. In truth, the general standard of cuisine in the city was so high that even little-known establishments produced meals worth savoring.

Afterward, Belamus turned his attention to the training grounds. Orcs formed a major part of Beresdral’s military strength. They were not as numerous as goblins, but they were far larger and more physically powerful, making them invaluable in close combat. Magic was not their forte, yet their presence remained indispensable.

From the sidelines, Belamus observed the drills. To his surprise, the training was being conducted with admirable seriousness. Orcs often carried a reputation for laxity, and Belamus had half-prepared himself to punish shirkers with a well-placed thunderbolt if needed. But today, no such discipline was required.

“Ah! Lord Belamus?!”

One of the orcs spotted him and came striding forward. It was Balbora, the leader of the Eastern orcs.

Since their last meeting, Balbora had evolved further into a Last Dragon Orc. His wings had grown larger and more formidable, his presence more imposing than before. Once, he had lived in the Western District, but at Belamus’s request, he had moved east to take command of the orcs here. Together with Rodas—one of the few survivors of the great battle years ago—he now guided the Eastern host.

Belamus briefly explained the purpose of his visit.

“I see, an inspection, then,” Balbora replied with a booming laugh. “Ha! I’m glad we trained properly today. If we’d been slacking off, things might have turned ugly.” His grin turned sheepish as he scratched at his jaw.

Then his eyes lit with recognition as he noticed the women standing behind Belamus. “Delarosa, it has been some time. How have you fared?”

“I’m doing well. I’m carrying a child now,” Delarosa said brightly, one hand resting on her stomach. Her belly had yet to swell, so to a casual eye she appeared unchanged. Only those who knew the truth could tell she bore new life within her.

“What—what did you say?!” Balbora’s eyes bulged, his booming voice echoing across the training grounds. “Then that means… an heir?! This is huge news! I must tell everyone at once—”

“Hold it.” Belamus raised a hand sharply. His voice was calm but firm. “The announcement will be made after the birth. Until then, keep quiet. For Delarosa’s sake, and for the child’s, it would only bring trouble if word spread too soon.”

Balbora froze, then nodded, though his wings twitched, betraying his restlessness. “U-Understood. I’ll keep my mouth shut.” The words came obediently, but the orc looked as though he was bursting to shout the news from the rooftops.

As they spoke, another orc approached, his heavy footsteps thudding against the ground.

“Hey, Balbo—” It was Rodas, the Diamond Orc. At the sight of Belamus standing there, he stopped dead in his tracks. His jaw dropped. “L-Lord Belamus!? Wh-Why are you here?!”

“He’s here on inspection,” Balbora explained casually.

“In-Inspection!?” Rodas’s face drained of color. “D-Did we… do something wrong!?”

His terror was plain. Once, he had watched his elder brother Logran cut down by Belamus’s hand. There was no hatred in his eyes now, only fear—a lingering trauma. His brother had fallen too quickly, too effortlessly, and afterward Belamus had threatened to burn him alive. The memory clearly haunted him still.

“It’s nothing so grand as all that,” Belamus said gently, hoping to calm him. “I simply wished to see with my own eyes how much Beresdral has grown in these past years. I’ll be visiting the other districts as well.”

Rodas’s expression remained stiff, his unease apparent. The shadow of his brother’s death still weighed heavily on him.

“So then,” Balbora cut in, raising a brow, “what business did you come here for, Rodas?”

“N-Nothing at all!” Rodas blurted. He spun on his heel and stalked away, shoulders rigid.

Belamus watched him go, while Balbora sighed and shook his head in exasperation. He could sympathize—after all, he too had once trembled at the sight of Belamus—but still… Surely, after all this time, Rodas should have learned to stand steady in his presence.

“Oh, that’s right!” Balbora suddenly exclaimed, puffing out his chest. “I had another child born recently!”

“Again?” Belamus arched a brow.

“Congratulations,” Delarosa offered with a wry smile.

“How many are you planning to have, you maniac?” Medello muttered under her breath.

Balbora already had ten children. Even for an orc, famed for their strong appetites, it was an astonishing pace. But then, he was remarkably popular among his kind. Orcs cared little for looks; strength alone was what drew admiration. And Balbora, now among the strongest of all orcs, naturally found himself surrounded by eager mates. With nearly a dozen wives, he had built a thriving harem of his own.

Belamus, sharing a similar arrangement in his own life, could hardly rebuke him for it.

“Hey, it’s Lord Belamus!”

“And Lady Delarosa’s here too!”

A pack of children came rushing over, their heavy footsteps drumming against the ground. They were Balbora’s offspring, every one of them. Though their heights varied by age, their faces were so alike it was nearly impossible to tell them apart.

“Play with us! Come play!”

Though many of them already stood as tall as Belamus himself, inside they were still entirely children, eyes sparkling with mischief as they tugged at his hands and sleeves.

“H-Hey, don’t bother Lord Belamus—” Balbora began to scold them, but Belamus raised a hand to stop him.

“It’s all right. Let’s play a bit,” he said.

“Really?!” the children chorused, their voices bursting with joy.

Belamus turned to his companions. “That’s fine with you as well, isn’t it?”

Delarosa and the others nodded, amused.

So, they joined in the children’s games. Balbora’s brood overflowed with energy, and they were far larger than human or goblin youngsters. Before long, Belamus and his companions found themselves more worn out than they ever expected.
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They remained in the Eastern District for several days before bidding farewell to Balbora and his brood, then set their course northeast.

That territory was still governed by Doma. She had surrendered early in the conflict, and because of her deep knowledge of the monsters who lived in the region, Belamus had deemed her the most suitable choice to rule there.

The central city of the Northeast was not positioned in the middle of the district but farther north, where a vast fortress loomed into view. It was no mere city; it was a citadel, bristling with defenses. Soldiers patrolled the walls and battlements with unbroken vigilance, their eyes fixed outward.

Such caution was necessary. Beyond the northern border lay enemy lands. The beings who lived there were called Majin. At first glance, they resembled humans, and their intelligence was just as sharp. The Majin were not a kind of monster; monsters could vary in intellect but always shared the trait of evolution, changing form as they grew stronger. Majin, by contrast, did not evolve at all. In truth, they were closer to humans, only with greater reserves of magic and far greater physical strength. It was for these reasons that humans feared them.

Directly north of Beresdral stretched the kingdom of Grandarl, a nation of these Majin. For many years, they had ignored the vast Great Frazes Forest, but as Beresdral’s development advanced, Grandarl’s armies began to encroach. So far, their incursions had been halfhearted, and Belamus’s forces had repelled them each time. Yet he knew that if Grandarl chose to attack in earnest, their true strength might prove overwhelming. For that reason, he had ordered the defenses in the Northeast to be strengthened without pause.

The fortress itself was only part of their preparations. A colossal wall was being raised along the border to bar enemy passage. With defenses this formidable, Belamus believed an invasion would be unlikely, but in truth, only time would tell.

As his carriage rolled to the gate, guards stepped forward to halt it. But of course, there was not a soldier in the Northeast who failed to recognize Belamus’s face. The moment the gatekeeper saw who it was, he blanched and stammered an apology before hastily granting them entry.

Inside the fortress lay a modest-sized town. Its residents were mostly Lamia, Harpies, and other monsters native to the Northeast. Alraune had once lived here as well, but they had long since migrated south, drawn to the more favorable climate there.

The streets teemed with soldiers of many kinds. Units had been dispatched from all over Beresdral to garrison this stronghold, and their presence gave the citadel a bustling martial air. Several smaller forts had been erected elsewhere in the Northeast by different races, but those places offered little in the way of amenities. Soldiers often came here seeking diversion, or simply to trade information with their comrades.

Belamus and his party disembarked from their carriage and made their way toward the command wing. This fortress was under Doma’s authority; she served as the supreme commander here, overseeing both defense and military operations.

Belamus trusted her loyalty. Doma had sworn allegiance early on, and Belamus judged betrayal unlikely. More importantly, Doma possessed a wealth of battlefield experience. In years past, she had waged war against Laval and the orcs, time and again. That hardened knowledge, Belamus believed, would serve her well against the Majin.

At last, he entered the commander’s chambers, where Doma awaited.

“Lord Belamus,” Doma said, bowing slightly. “Welcome.”

She betrayed no surprise at the arrival. No doubt the gatekeepers had already sent word ahead.

“I’ve come to hear about the current state of things,” Belamus said. “Have the Majin shown any movement?”

Doma’s expression turned grave. “There are rumors of suspicious activity. It may be that they’ll make their move soon.”

Though often more casual in manner, Doma spoke with crisp precision before Belamus, her voice steady and serious.

“If they do make a move, the forces stationed here will be more than enough to repel them,” Doma declared firmly. “I would not trouble you with such matters, Lord Belamus.”

Belamus shook his head. “No… if they come, I will fight as well. It is my duty to protect this nation.”

“I see…” Doma’s expression faltered, touched with the faintest hint of sorrow.

“Are the soldiers drilling as they should?” Belamus asked.

“Yes,” Doma replied at once. “They are hardened with rigorous training every day.”

“Good. See that it continues,” Belamus said, his gaze steady as he fixed Doma with a commanding look.

“Understood.”

Doma bowed deeply, her long hair brushing forward as she lowered her head in respect.

For the record, she was not among Belamus’s harem. Doma was a Lamia—a race whose upper body was human but whose lower body was that of a great serpent. With such a form, producing children with humans was impossible. Generally, children could only be born between humans and monsters whose bodies bore a close resemblance. With Lamia, the divide was simply too great.

After their conversation, Belamus made a light inspection of the fortress. The Northeast stronghold was utilitarian to its core, with little in the way of diversions or leisure. To linger too long risked making the soldiers uneasy, so he chose to spend only a short night there before moving on.
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Their next destination was the Northwest District. The fortress once held by Laval still stood, now repurposed, and the central city of the district had risen just beside it. Like the Northeast, the Northwest had fortified its defenses.

Belamus predicted that if Grandarl ever struck in force, their invasion would most likely come through the Northeast, which was the easier path. Indeed, every raid so far had been launched from that quarter. Still, the Northwest shared a border with the enemy kingdom, and the possibility of an unexpected assault could not be ignored. Its walls and garrisons were kept ready, and if the Northeast were to come under attack, reinforcements could be dispatched swiftly from here.

The streets of the district bustled with Legion Ants. Their numbers had exploded in recent years, their disciplined lines and tireless movements making the city feel like a living hive.

The cause of their growth was simple: food. With advances in agriculture and development, grain and other staple production had soared. Surpluses were frequent, and much of the excess was diverted to the Legion Ants. Their Ant Core was remarkably resilient, able to consume even damaged or spoiled goods and transform them into new offspring.

According to Medina’s reports, their numbers now stood at some eighty thousand. And it was not only their ranks that had swelled—their armaments had improved as well.

By nature, each Legion Ant was born grasping a natural spear-like appendage. They could wield these weapons effectively in close combat, but they were not bound to them. Their physiology allowed them to handle other arms with ease, and in recent years, many had been trained to use firearms.

As gun production increased alongside food supplies, the two developments reinforced one another. Dwarves who had migrated to Beresdral, together with orc and goblin smiths, had steadily expanded the ranks of gunsmiths. Each year, more workshops opened, and quality weapons began rolling out in greater quantities.

Now, all eighty thousand Legion Ants carried firearms. With only spears, they had been little more than fodder. With guns, each individual had become a soldier whose power could not be dismissed. For years, the Legion Ants had been vital to Beresdral, but their importance grew with every passing season.

Belamus entered Laval’s old fortress, making his way to the former lord’s chamber.

“L-Lord Belamus!?”

The startled voice came from Liza. Beside her stood Medina.

Liza, though human, had once served as a knight and commanded soldiers in battle. She also possessed a keen grasp of administration. Now she was stationed in the Northwest, overseeing the strengthening of defenses against possible Majin incursions.

“Wh-Why are you here all of a sudden?” she asked, her face still marked with surprise.

Belamus explained the purpose of his tour.

“I see… an inspection,” Liza murmured, relief in her tone. “Well, all is progressing smoothly here. The Legion Ants are indispensable. With eighty thousand of them working tirelessly day and night, fortresses and ramparts are raised with astonishing speed. And armed with firearms, they make the prospect of an invasion from the northwest… honestly impossible.”

Her words brimmed with confidence; she clearly placed absolute trust in the defenses she had built.

“You’ve done well, both of you—Liza, Medina,” Belamus said, offering words of praise.

“Long time no see, Liza,” Delarosa chimed in cheerfully, waving as though no time had passed.

Medello, Navasha, and Mimi quickly followed suit, greeting her in turn. The five of them had often spent time together and shared an easy familiarity.

“What?! Delarosa, you’re pregnant with Lord Belamus’s child?!” Liza’s eyes widened, her face a picture of shock.

Liza pressed a trembling hand to her chest, her face flushed with turmoil. “Wh-What is this feeling? Half joy, half regret?” she whispered, her voice wavering. Her eyes darted toward Delarosa, then back to Belamus. “As another human, I had wished to be the first to give him a child…”

“You were busy, so it couldn’t be helped,” Delarosa said lightly, patting her belly. “I spent plenty of time with Belamus.”

“Th-That’s… unfair… I’m jealous,” Liza admitted, her voice dropping into a mutter as she pressed her lips together in frustration.

Later, setting aside their rivalries, the group descended together into the castle town, where they shared a meal and the warmth of one another’s company.

The northwestern city had grown into a lively and peculiar place. Once home to many Succubi and Incubi, it boasted more than its share of brothels—some catering to men, others to women. Passing near the district, Belamus quickly realized that the Succubi plied their trade with an overwhelming intensity, calling out and tugging at potential patrons. For that reason, he and his companions chose to steer well clear of the red-light quarter.

Surprisingly, a large population of dwarves also lived here. Their inventions powered machinery scattered throughout the streets, giving the town a distinctive atmosphere. Between the mingling of cultures and the curious contraptions, the northwest was unlike any other district in Beresdral.

Belamus spent his days walking the streets alongside Liza, observing the city. They stayed several nights in the town, and during that time, he shared his evenings with her.

When at last the time came to depart, Liza stood before him, composed as always.

“Lord Belamus, please take care,” she said. Her spirit was strong; though her eyes were touched with loneliness, not a single tear escaped them.

“See you again!” Delarosa called brightly from behind.

“Next time we meet,” Liza said softly, “I hope I’ll be pregnant.”

The words caught Belamus off guard, leaving him momentarily speechless. It was not an impossible prospect—after all, they had shared their nights together—but to hear her state it so plainly left him flustered.

“W-Well then, we’ll be off,” he managed, climbing into the carriage with the others.

With that, their journey carried them onward, back to the west—the land where so much had begun.
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“It feels strange, doesn’t it? Our journey ends back in our homeland,” Navasha said as the carriage rumbled along. She lounged back on the sofa inside the camper’s cozy living space, her gaze distant. “When was the last time we were there?”

“Mm… about five months ago?” Mimi answered, tapping a finger to her chin. “We went with Mother, remember?”

“Ah, right. It had already changed a lot then. So many humans had moved in, too,” Navasha added, her voice tinged with nostalgia.

The group reminisced about their previous visit to the Western District’s central city. For Belamus and his companions, this land was their true home. They returned regularly, but each time the pace of its growth startled them. Even though only five months had passed since their last visit, Belamus suspected the city’s skyline would already look very different.

The carriage rolled on until the city finally came into view. At its heart, a massive tower pierced the sky, rising nearly two hundred meters. It was the city’s proud landmark, dubbed Belamus Tower.

Belamus had opposed the name at first, but when the people had pleaded so earnestly, he relented. Even so, seeing such a conspicuous structure bear his own name always left him faintly embarrassed.

As they drew near the gates, a familiar voice called out: “Oh! If it isn’t Belamus and the others!”

The gatekeeper was a goblin who had lived in the city for a long time. Though Belamus now reigned as emperor, those who had known him since childhood treated him no differently. That unchanging warmth was something he cherished deeply.

“We’re traveling all across Beresdral by carriage,” Belamus explained with a smile. “This is our final stop.”

“Ho, sounds like quite the trip. I’ve been a gatekeeper here a long while now,” the goblin said, his brow furrowing slightly. “Maybe it’s time I thought about retiring. Live out the rest of my days in peace…”

His voice trailed off, as if caught between fondness for duty and the temptation of rest.

They passed through the gate and rolled into the heart of the city.

The Western District’s central metropolis had developed to a level beyond that of any other in Beresdral. Here, automobiles moved through the streets as a matter of course. Belamus’s own vehicle, a camping car unlike any other, drew curious stares wherever it went.

The roads were neatly paved, traffic flowed according to strict rules, and alongside the cars ran Forest Dragons—beasts bred in the southwest and now harnessed for transport. The sight of carriages and dragons sharing the same lanes made for a strange but striking tableau.

Buildings lined the avenues in endless rows, too many to count. The sheer density of the structures spoke to the population that filled them. A recent report had placed the district’s numbers at over three million. By comparison, the Central District, the second-most populous, held only about one million. With Beresdral’s total population standing near nine million, fully a third of its people lived here in the West.

Not all resided in the capital itself—the outlying towns had begun to flourish as well—but still, the city swelled with life. From the carriage window, Belamus took in the scene. The sidewalks teemed with goblins, their numbers the greatest, but everywhere he looked, he saw the mingling of races: Succubi and incubi, lamia, humans, dwarves, orcs, alraune, gremlins, and imps. Every race of Beresdral seemed represented here.

Shops crowded the street fronts, their signs bright, their wares abundant. Trade and industry thrived, and the sheer variety of goods had multiplied many times over compared to the past.

Belamus found himself recalling his earliest memory of this place, nearly twenty years ago, when he had first been taken in. To think that in so short a span the city had grown so vast—it was the fruit of the citizens’ tireless effort and their unity.

The surge in numbers was partly explained by migration. Monsters from across the world had flocked to Beresdral. Dungeons, the hidden lairs of such creatures, existed everywhere; and from those dark places, many had emerged, choosing this land as their home.

For many monsters, the lure was simple: the chance to live properly, not in some dank cavern but in a true city. Word of Beresdral had spread, though how remained a mystery. There had been no organized effort to advertise it, yet new arrivals never ceased. Perhaps it was wandering monsters, those who traveled beyond the borders, who carried tales of the empire back with them.

Belamus and his companions drove slowly through the city, pausing now and then when a shop caught their interest. Commerce here ran on gold, silver, and copper coins, which were exchanged with bustling regularity. Even as emperor, Belamus carried little money for private use; his purse was modest, and his purchases ordinary.

In the very heart of the western capital, on the ground where the old assembly hall had once stood, a grand castle now rose. This fortress served as the administrative seat of the district. The current leader was Ugo the goblin, though his voice was but one among many. The city was governed through a council of representatives from the various races.

A city of so many people was not easy to rule. Disputes and deadlocks arose often. In such cases, Belamus himself would step in, listen to grievances, and deliver his judgment. His word, as emperor, carried enormous weight, and his popularity among the citizens was immense.

Entering the castle, Belamus exchanged greetings with those who worked within. Their eyes widened at the sight of him; few had expected the emperor to appear unannounced.

“Hm? Oh, Belamus, is it?”

The voice belonged to Transta, who strode forward with easy familiarity. Behind him loomed Robe, silent as ever, his expression as if carved from stone.

Transta was one of those involved in governing the Western District. His old dungeon lair still existed, and beyond it a thriving town had sprung up. Transta himself served as its mayor.

The town’s name was Transtown, a blunt homage to himself. Yet the people bore him no grudge for the vanity. His gruff exterior hid a surprisingly attentive nature, and his townsfolk trusted him deeply.

“What brings you here today?” Transta asked, cocking his head.

“Nothing serious,” Belamus replied. “I’m touring Beresdral—inspection and sightseeing, both.”

“I see… well, I came to… hm. What was it again?” Transta’s brows knitted as he scratched his head, searching in vain for the thought that had slipped away.

At last, Robe, who had stood silently at his side, took pity and spoke up. “You wished to request a loan for Transtown’s development. The city lacks sufficient public buildings.”

“Right, that was it.” Transta laughed sheepishly, clapping a fist into his palm. “Well, I promised to build that place up. I’ll make sure it prospers.”

Before Belamus could respond, a languid voice drifted in from behind.

“Yah-ho, Belamus. Been a while, hasn’t it?” It was Amildrè, the monster who had once ruled the western reaches of the Great Frazes Forest. She lived quietly now in a slower, less-developed part of the district. Most of the time, she remained indoors, secluded, but whenever Belamus visited the capital, she had a way of finding out and meeting him. Belamus had never figured out how she always knew.

She had once possessed a scrying mirror—a device capable of peering from afar. When he learned of it, Belamus had ordered her to destroy it, declaring it an invasion of privacy. Though reluctant, she had obeyed, and as far as he knew, she no longer had it.

“You’re wondering how I always know when you’ve arrived, aren’t you?” Amildrè teased, her smile sharp with mischief.

Belamus froze. He was a man of few outward expressions; rarely did anyone read his feelings so easily. Yet Amildrè seemed to pierce his thoughts with uncanny regularity.

“Tah-dah,” she sang, producing a small shard from her sleeve and holding it up for him to see.

The shard was about the size of a hand. At first, Belamus wondered what it could be—then he realized. It was a piece of a mirror.

“… Don’t tell me—that’s from the Farseeing Mirror.”

“Bingo!” Amildrè beamed. “Spying on you is my one and only pleasure. Personally, I’m convinced it was that especially intense night that left Delarosa pregnant.”

Belamus’s composure finally snapped. His voice rang with fury as he stepped toward her, eyes blazing. “You—! I told you to get rid of it! And what in the world are you watching?!”

He snatched the fragment from Amildrè’s hands, hurled it skyward, and unleashed a blast of Saint Breaker. The shard shattered into nothingness.

“Aw, how mean!” Amildrè pouted.

Belamus glared at her, his tone sharp with disbelief. “Me, mean? You’ve been hiding it all this time!”

“That’s right,” she replied cheerfully, still smiling as if nothing were wrong. Belamus could only think of her as a hopelessly incorrigible stalker. “Well, it doesn’t matter. I’ve still got more,” Amildrè said with a singsong lilt.

“… Where are they?” Belamus demanded, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“One in my house, one buried underground somewhere, and one hidden in a place you’ll never find. So that makes three left,” she answered proudly, as if ticking items off a shopping list.

Belamus felt a headache coming on. There was no way he could track them all down. In the end, he could only accept the nuisance for what it was.

Leaving Amildrè behind, Belamus turned his attention back to the district itself. The Western region had grown far beyond the capital alone. At the border with the Kingdom of Crystia, a trading post had been established to handle commerce with the dwarves. Inspections were conducted on goods, but tariffs had been abolished after a long debate.

When Mimi announced she wanted to return briefly to her homeland, Belamus agreed, and they crossed into Crystia.

Among the dwarves, Belamus was highly popular. His face was well known, and he was treated almost like a celebrity. Mimi, being a princess, shared the same warm reception at his side.

Compared to Belamus’s last visit, the Kingdom of Crystia had changed. Goblins and other monsters now mingled among the dwarves, and to Belamus’s surprise, they seemed to be getting along rather well.

At the royal palace, Belamus exchanged greetings with the king and was treated to a welcoming banquet. Dwarves subsisted on minerals, so Belamus had assumed they would have nothing suitable to offer humans or goblins. To his astonishment, a full spread was prepared. It turned out the dwarves had hired cooks specifically to cater to foreign guests.

Unable to taste the dishes themselves, the dwarves relied on recipes followed with exacting precision. Belamus sampled the fare cautiously, only to find it delicious—far better than he had expected. Perhaps their lack of personal taste buds was a blessing, sparing them the risk of eccentric or disastrous cooking.

After leaving Crystia, Belamus and his companions made their way to the dungeon that had once been Amildrè’s domain. The surface above remained largely undeveloped, but underground was another story. Amildrè had carved out an immense subterranean expanse, and countless monsters now called it home.

The trouble was law and order. Despite strict enforcement, crime rates here were the highest in Beresdral. Not every monster was malicious, but some races harbored an irrepressible hunger for battle, and that urge often spilled over into violence.

As Belamus walked the underground avenues, he found the city much as he remembered. Still, growth was evident: more residents filled the cavernous streets, and more shops had sprung up.

From there, he traveled to Transtown, the settlement clustered around Transta’s old lair. It was still very much a city in progress, its avenues rough and incomplete. Small wonder that Transta and Robe had sought funding for public works.

Yet even here, unusual diversity was taking root. Among the residents were rare monsters—were-tigers, Cait Siths, and others seldom seen elsewhere. Transtown was still raw, but it pulsed with promise.

Within Transta’s old stronghold, the chambers had been refitted into defensive installations. Should danger ever arise, the townsfolk had clear orders: retreat at once into the dungeon. Designed originally as a fortress against invaders, its defensive capacity was formidable, a reassuring bulwark for all who lived nearby.

“Well then,” Belamus said at last, his voice carrying a note of finality. “We’ve visited everywhere I wanted. Time to return to Beresdral Castle.”

“Yeah!” came the cheerful reply.

Their journey had stretched nearly two months. In that time, Delarosa’s pregnancy had begun to show. Though only three months along—barely a swell for a human woman—her belly was already visibly rounded. It seemed goblins bore their young in a shorter span than humans.

Belamus’s gaze lingered on her form. For the first time, the reality struck him: his child was coming into the world. In his previous life, despite endless years, he had never known the chance to father a child. That he had been granted such a gift in this life filled him with a deep, wordless emotion.

With hearts full of memory and expectation, Belamus and his companions climbed once more into their carriage, and the road bore them back toward the halls of Beresdral Castle.

※※※



After returning to Beresdral Castle, Belamus settled back into his daily routine. With his workload greatly reduced, he found himself able to live at a calmer pace, devoting his days to caring for Delarosa as her belly grew round with child. Their life together, though quiet, carried a warmth that steadied him.

Months passed, and at last the day arrived. Belamus’s first child was born: a boy.

The delivery had gone smoothly. Both mother and infant were safe and healthy. Medello had been present throughout, ready with healing spells, ensuring that even if difficulties had arisen, neither Delarosa nor the baby would have been at risk. But no complications came. All was well.

At last, Belamus cradled the newborn in his arms. The tiny weight rested against him, fragile yet alive with quiet strength.

“So, this… is my child,” he whispered.
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A wave of emotion unlike anything Belamus had ever known surged up from within. Across both his previous life and this one, nearly a century of existence, nothing had ever brought him such joy.

“Belamus, give him a name!” Delarosa urged. Though she had just given birth, her voice was bright and strong. Medello’s healing magic had restored her energy, allowing her to greet this moment with vigor.

Belamus had long ago decided what name he would give a son. He looked down at the tiny face in his arms and spoke with quiet reverence.

“Dailus. This child’s name will be Dailus.”

In goblin tongue, it meant peace.

Within the empire of Beresdral, the people were united, and no internal strife marred the land. Yet beyond its borders lay the Majin, ever a threat. True peace had not yet been won. With the hope that when his son came of age, the world would be free of war, Belamus chose the name with prayer in his heart.

After Dailus’s birth, a curious thing happened. Soon, Mimi, Navasha, Medello, and even Liza each began to bear children of their own. Before long, Belamus found himself surrounded by little ones, father to a growing brood.

A year passed in fleeting happiness.

Then came grim news. A report arrived that the Majin had launched an invasion of Beresdral. Belamus made his decision swiftly: he would ride to war himself, to defend his empire.

“Father… you’re going?”

The voice was small yet steady. Dailus stood before him, his features bearing the mark of his goblin heritage. And though he was still a child, his kind matured far faster than humans, allowing him to look up at Belamus with eyes already touched by understanding.

Belamus rested a hand on Dailus’s head, smoothing his son’s hair with gentle fingers.

“Do not worry,” he said with a steady smile meant to chase away fear. “I will win, and I will return.”

The Majin were indeed formidable. Yet Beresdral was not without strength. Its population was vast, its champions many. Dwarven-forged weapons armed its soldiers. Merry’s tamed beasts swelled its ranks. And above all, the legions of ants—numberless, tireless—marched at his command.

There was no chance of defeat. Belamus believed this with unshakable certainty.

He turned, his voice rising like thunder over the mustered host.

“Now, forward! We will defend Beresdral to the last!”

Thus, the emperor rode to war. For his child. For the women he loved. For every soul of Beresdral. He swore he would not rest until peace was secured, and with that vow burning in his heart, he strode onto the battlefield.
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Thank you all

Thank you for reaching the end of The Abandoned Reincarnation Sage (Light Novel), Vol. 5! We hope you've enjoyed Belamus adventures and his new life in the monster world. Your support means the world to us!

To help us bring you more fantastic stories, please share your thoughts on Amazon. Your reviews not only let us know what you liked (or didn't!) but also help us decide which light novels to bring to you next.

Click Here

Curious about what else we offer? Scan the QR code to discover our diverse range of light novels and many more to come!
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Thank you for reading!


	Stay tuned for upcoming releases and share your experience in our social media:



    	Facebook

    	Twitter

    	Instagram

    	Discord




	Need a break from social media? We've got you covered! Sign up for our newsletter and we'll send you a recap with relevant news.

Sign Up
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