
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Gay Romance: The Emperor's Daily Nitpicking

        

        
        
          Gay Romance, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Lacey Patel

        

        
          Published by Lacey Patel, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      GAY ROMANCE: THE EMPEROR'S DAILY NITPICKING

    

    
      First edition. May 13, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Lacey Patel.

    

    
    
      Written by Lacey Patel.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Lacey Patel

	    

      
	    
          
	      Gay Romance

          
        
          
	          Gay Romance: The Emperor's Daily Nitpicking

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




North Jade New Calendar Year 721, May, Andoha Dense Jungle.

It was the final deep night of spring. The longest miasmic fog period in the eastern part of the continent had just ended, and few living creatures were willing to venture out.

Because the surrounding environment was unusually quiet, the faint rustling sounds from deep within the jungle seemed all the more conspicuous.

It was a lion digging in the mud.

It appeared smaller than an ordinary lion, seemingly not yet fully grown, with its shoulders lowered and rear end raised. Its body was covered with scratches and wounds, some of which had already festered, rotting flesh mixed with pus and blood, emanating an indescribable stench.

Yet it paid no mind, only occasionally brushing away mosquitoes and flies with its mud-caked tail, its two not particularly sturdy front paws fluttering up and down rapidly, quickly digging out a rather sizable hole in the muddy ground.

It emitted a low rumble from deep in its throat, showing excitement and anticipation for the food buried beneath the mud. After all, it had been starving for far too long.

Just as it could hardly contain itself and its tail shot straight up, its front paw digging into the wet mud suddenly struck something.

With a metallic clang, the shock reverberated through its claw, causing it to jerk back sharply.

The lion: "......"

This was certainly not the sound meat would make!

The lion stared blankly at the muddy pit, its raised tail dropping to the ground with a thud.

It hesitated for quite some time, but ultimately succumbed to its hunger, mustering courage to continue digging.

After not long, the object buried in the pit revealed itself in full.

It was a monster in human form!

It was called a monster because he had two of everything that should be one, with a head so swollen that front and back could hardly be distinguished, like a round and heavy melon. His entire body was nearly impossible to find any clean spots, wrapped layer upon layer in years of accumulated old mud, save for the hands crossed over his chest.

Those hands still bore half a piece of metal armor, extending from the wrists all the way to the base of the fingers, streaked with rust, covered in wet mud, so blackened that the original color was no longer discernible. Only the exposed half of the fingers showed no trace of grime, nor any hint of blood. They were pale and clean to the point of appearing almost sickly.

Whether truly ill or merely appearing so, whether fresh or long dead, the lion no longer cared. As long as it was edible!

It leaped onto the monster's chest and lowered its head to bite.

A light metallic scraping sound suddenly pierced the air. Those hands that appeared gaunt and sickly suddenly jerked, one blocking its fangs while the other swiftly reached behind it, and without hesitation delivered a sharp slap squarely on its rear end.

The lion let out a yelp, stunned as if subjected to the ultimate humiliation: "......"

Before it could retaliate, the monster seized it by the tail and hurled it to the side.

Its claws splayed open as it scrambled up, attempting to pounce again, but the monster clamped down on its throat, pinning it firmly to the ground.

The monster exhaled heavily through its nose twice, raising its remaining hand to press around its own neck in a circle. After a series of coarse metallic grinding sounds, the precariously tilted "head" was unceremoniously yanked off and casually tossed to the ground—it was an old-fashioned helmet caked in mud.

As the helmet was removed, its rough edges caught a thin cord tucked beneath the creature's collar, upon which hung a dark silver metal plate engraved with the full name of this strange being—Dakota Fernandez.

The binding cords between the heavy armor plates had long since fallen into disrepair. Dakota made little effort at all before divesting himself of the burden completely, leaving only a set of clothes and trousers beneath that had long since lost their original form, a short blade fastened at his waist, and a cowhide sack that had dropped to the ground.

The young lion gripped in his left hand came to its senses entirely at this moment, struggling desperately. Though not yet fully grown, its strength was considerable. Steel-sharp claws raked several deep gashes across Dakota's arm, and blood streamed freely.

Dakota winced with pain, sucking in his breath and clicking his tongue irritably. He reached down to unbuckle his short blade and raised his hand to slash at the creature's neck.

But the lion panicked. The explosive force it suddenly unleashed was shockingly powerful, numbing Dakota's hand and allowing it to flip and slip free.

Apparently understanding that this man before it was equally ferocious, the lion had no intention of continuing to struggle. Its agile form found an opening and it bolted away on all fours. However, this not yet fully grown beast, when it fled, also happened to snap up the cowhide sack that Dakota had dropped in its jaws.

Dakota: "..."

He had just crawled out from beneath the mud, and the entire series of combat had been driven almost entirely by survival instinct. His limbs had kept pace, but his mind was still somewhat delayed. He stood rooted to the spot for two seconds before recalling what was inside that cowhide sack, whereupon he rolled his eyes and rubbed his thumb along the back of the blade. Then he took off in pursuit.

The lion let out a roar, its four paws churning wildly in front of him, as if wishing it could take flight directly to the heavens.

Yet it was all to no avail. After all, it had been hungry for far too long, and its body bore countless poisoned wounds.

Moments later, Dakota fastened his short blade back at his waist with one hand while carrying the lion, bound up with vines, in the other. He found a relatively safe riverside spot to sit down. Along the way he also casually gathered a few sour fruits and picked up an armful of dry branches, striking the posture of someone about to set up a spit for roasting meat.

"Are you going to run anymore? Hmm?" Dakota patted the lion's head and asked.

He had apparently gone far too long without speaking. His voice was low and hoarse. Because he could not be bothered to expend the effort, it was light and barely audible, yet it possessed an unexpectedly more terrifying sense of threat.

The lion: "..."

Dakota ran his fingers through the fur on the creature's body, checking while saying, "You don't have any markings on you, do you? If you don't, then I won't hold back. After all, I've been hungry for quite a long time too."

There were two types of wild beasts on this continent. One type bore no special markings, which meant they were proper beasts and edible—you are their prey, of course, but if you are ferocious enough, you can also make them your prey.

The other type bearing tribal markings were not quite so proper. They were Giant Beastman, and upon closer inspection probably shared a common ancestor with Dakota from tens of millions of years ago, marginally qualifying as distant kin. By all current accounts, they were among the most ferocious races on the entire continent, and not particularly convenient to eat.

"So you really have no markings. Then you've just had some very bad luck." Dakota said in his hoarse voice, offering what passed for fierce consolation.

The lion's face turned aghast: "!!!"

Dakota stacked up the dry branches and dead leaves, and fished a flint stone from the reclaimed cowhide sack. He took one more anxious look inside the bag to confirm that everything within remained intact and unharmed, only then did he breathe easier.

"At least it didn't break..." he muttered to himself, setting the leather satchel aside, seemingly afraid of accidentally crushing it, before lowering his head to strike the flint, intending to light the dry branches.

Within that brief moment, the lion that had already resigned itself to playing dead somehow came back to life, thrashing violently and rolling about in a tantrum, seemingly trying to take the opportunity to bite through the vines and escape.

As if it could actually get away...

Dakota was terrified the lion would crush the leather satchel while rolling around, and couldn't help but look up, intending to scare it, when he was suddenly stunned by the sight before him.

The lion, bound head to toe with vines, had vanished in the blink of an eye, replaced instead by a brown haired boy of roughly seven or eight years old. He was struggling to free himself from the now loosened vines, his expression fierce and hostile, his gaze toward Dakota brimming with animosity.

Dakota: "..." What happened to the proper beast we agreed on? How does one turn into a person the moment things go awry?

He felt a dull ache in his stomach.

Before he could even recover from his shock and the stomach pain, the boy had already seized his weakness, lunging to the ground and making a grab for the leather satchel!

"Don't touch it!" Dakota barked!

But it was already too late...

The boy had enough fierce momentum and a genuine desire to threaten, only his arms were a bit too short.

He didn't grasp the whole thing, and instead gave it a slap with his palm, producing a crisp "pop."

Dakota: "..."

He forcefully brushed aside the boy's claws, his left hand sharply tightening the knot of the vines, binding the little brat securely; his right hand snatched the leather satchel, quickly opening the mouth and rummaging through it, after which he pinched out a round black grain.

That thing was about the size of a bean, at first glance like a beetle, only it had been inadvertently crushed flat, with a trace of smoky gold marks clinging to its side, as if it had died most unjustly.

"..." Dakota's lean face remained expressionless, the veins at his temples throbbing visibly.

This inconspicuous "beetle" was called Letter Sand, commonly used in wartime, carried by everyone in the military, often used during covert operations and infiltrations to transmit positional information, and when necessary could send distress signals.

To distinguish between forces, different armies used Letter Sand of different colors, and those for ordinary soldiers differed from those for officers, while at the level of commanders, each color represented a specific individual.

This thing would activate when crushed, the operation was user friendly, utterly foolproof.

Under normal circumstances, soldiers encountering Letter Sand were generally as delighted as seeing their own mothers... except for Dakota at this moment.

Holding this crushed Letter Sand, he felt anything but delighted; he practically wanted to string up and beat the careless little brat. Moreover, he suspected the recipient of the Letter Sand on the other end would not feel delighted either, and might well be frightened to death...

It must be said, to some extent, his suspicion was quite accurate—

Deep within the Black Gold Hanging Palace located in Northern Great Rift, on the observation tower, there came a loud "clang," and the elderly Divine Officer, clutching the edge of Observation Pool, released his grip and fell straight backward.

The two younger Divine Officers failed to react in time, still staring dumbfounded at the cluster of light blooming in the pool water.

"I'm not dreaming, am I?! Letter Sand?! Smoky gold?!" one Divine Officer exclaimed, his expression as if he had seen a ghost, "No no no, I must have misremembered, smoky gold doesn't represent just one person, does it?!"

The other one truly had seen a ghost, speaking in a daze: "You didn't misremember. Smoky gold represents only one person. That Bronze commander, Dakota Fernandez..."

"But... but he died many years ago!"

Half an hour later, deep within Black Gold Hanging Palace, the newly ascended emperor sat up from his bed, his eyelids twitching as he heard the attendant official call out: "Your Majesty! Divine Officer Academy just reported that Commander Fernandez has come back to life in the Andoha dense forest region!"

The New Emperor：".........................................."
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Dakota's nose tickled, and he turned his head to sneeze.

He briefly imagined what kind of reaction might come from the royal palace, and felt the hair on his arms standing at attention like soldiers in formation.

This was troublesome now, riding a tiger downhill.

The little bastard, trussed up like a silkworm cocoon, writhed a couple times on the ground, unable to break free from the vines wrapped around him. Growing both anxious and angry, his face flushed crimson. He strained his neck with difficulty, spat fiercely with a "ptui," and was about to cry out when he met Dakota's face, dark as the bottom of a wok, and immediately swallowed his words, nearly choking on them.

Dakota crouched down in front of him, patted his head as if affectionately, and asked softly, "Which hand?"

The little bastard didn't catch on at first: "What?"

At his young age, his voice should have been clear and crisp, but it was hoarse now, hardly better than Dakota's, suggesting he had suffered quite a bit as well.

Dakota examined him without expression, yet continued to threaten him: "I'm asking which hand grabbed the leather pouch?" As he spoke, he deliberately touched the back of his short blade with a conspicuous motion.

The little bastard："......"

His face flushed even redder, and he stubbornly insisted: "I, I just saw it a moment ago. I just slapped a black bug to death, that's all! At worst, I'll replace it for you!"

Dakota laughed upon hearing this, licked his cracked lips, and asked: "Oh? How will you replace it?"

The boy writhed a couple times again, struggled to kneel up, and raked his hand across his body like a chicken claw, grabbing one from his rag-like clothes. He spread it out to Dakota: "Here, I'll give you a colorful one instead, and this one even flies."

Dakota："......" For a moment, he couldn't tell whether the child was provoking him or genuinely foolish.

Children's thoughts are often unpredictable. Dakota's understanding of such young creatures relied entirely on past experience. Unfortunately, every child he had encountered was more troublesome than the last. The one that left the deepest impression was especially skilled at annoying and provoking people.

Thus, five minutes later, Dakota lounged relaxed in the river, washing the mud and water from his body while half-heartedly considering how to explain the so called "resurrection from death."

That little bastard, whose mouth seemed to open asking for a beating, now hung from a high tree by the river, like an inverted silkworm cocoon, swaying while wailing at the top of his lungs.

True to his nature as a member of the Giant Beastman, a warrior race, despite his young age, he showed no politeness when speaking, shouting at Dakota: "You actually hit a child, have you no shame—"

Dakota replied without turning his head: "No."

The boy continued wailing: "I'm only eight and a half years old, I can't even crush a bug—"

Dakota chuckled: "Don't fool me. You change forms and you can bite off my neck."

The boy: "I'm going to throw up ahhhhh—"

Dakota: "Go ahead, I'm not looking."

The boy let out a loud, fake cry of "waa."

Dakota："......"

He wailed for quite a while, but found that Dakota didn't spare him even a glance. Instead, Dakota cleaned himself up, got ashore, and walked away wielding his short blade like a water demon.

The boy fell silent.

Dakota had not been gone long, nor had he made any commotion in the quiet deep forest. Yet when he returned, he carried three plump Andoha Ground Squirrels and several fist-sized wild bird eggs in his hand.

He crouched by the river, skillfully skinning and bleeding them, removing the entrails, draining the water, then returned to the tree to set up a spit for roasting, and as an afterthought, buried several of the eggs in the soil beneath the fire pit.

Andoha Ground Squirrel Each one was the length of an adult's forearm, perfectly plump and lean, sizzling and glistening with oil under the fire. Dakota had crushed some fruit he had gathered earlier, rubbing the juice onto the crispy meat surface, and the heat intensified the aroma.

Dakota was turning the roasted meat when his peripheral vision caught something glimmering and wet dripping onto the ground nearby.

He instinctively looked up and discovered that the little brat hanging upside down had stopped wailing and was now drooling profusely from his open mouth.

"I have seasoned it enough. I do not need your contribution," Dakota said irritably, moving the roasted meat aside.

The boy was tantalized by the savory aroma, his stomach, which had only recently quieted down, now growling like thunder.

There was nothing more unscrupulous than indulging oneself in front of a starving person. The boy finally could not help but say, "How can you be so cruel to me?"

Dakota chuckled while turning the meat and casually replied, "It could be worse. I once looked after a brat about your age, and I was much harsher to him."

The boy, "..."

He tried to imagine what "much harsher" would look like, and his hair immediately stood on end. He thought to himself, "Are you not worried he will ambush you when he grows up?"

When Dakota first clawed his way out of the earth, his face was covered in dark mud, and aside from his gaunt features, there was little else to distinguish him. Now that the mud and ash had been washed clean, his true, refined appearance was fully revealed.

The firelight softened the lines of his brow bone and nose bridge, while deepening the shadows cast by his eyelashes, striking a perfect balance between sharpness and beauty.

Speaking from the heart, the little brat thought Dakota was the most handsome adult he had ever seen.

And simultaneously, the most despicable one!

"He is actually eating it himself ahhh—" the boy lamented inwardly.

The more famished one is, the more one must eat slowly and deliberately. Dakota understood this principle well, and with his refined demeanor, he ate with neither haste nor hurry, taking his time.

Yet after only a few bites, he could not help but say, "Your eyes are about to fall out of your head from staring."

After speaking, Dakota glanced at the boy and saw him with pursed lips and wide eyes, his fierce and stubborn expression tinged with inexplicable grievance.

Dakota, "..."

The boy's eyes still retained traces of feline ancestry, their color pale and transparent, his pupils large and round in the darkness, rendered all the more striking, and combined with that expression, Dakota could not help but recall the young master of the Davidson family from years ago—

The brat he had just mentioned.

At that time, Dakota had just entered Reserve Legion, and during a rare extended spring break when he was looking forward to relaxing, he was asked to help look after that young master at the Davidson residence.

That child was truly a handful.

Stubborn and unyielding, resistant to discipline, his life's pursuit was to do the opposite of everyone else, especially Dakota.

At that time, Dakota himself was not yet old, possessing the vigor unique to youth, even more of a scoundrel than now. To keep that boy from going astray, Dakota had beaten him several times.

Every time after a beating, the young master's expression was identical to this boy's, with fierceness, stubbornness, unwillingness, and a hint of grievance.

For many years after that, Dakota never had the chance to see that child again. The last time he heard news of him, Dakota was in a military tent in Bone Desert when an officer in his tent gossiped that "the Davidson family was finished."

By that account, after all these years had passed, the grass at that young master's grave would have been replaced many times over, and there was no possibility of ever seeing him again.

At this thought, Dakota, who had long since cultivated himself into a thousand year old tortoise spirit, unexpectedly felt a strange twinge of remorse.

And so, possessed by some inexplicable impulse, he coughed once, and just as he was about to stand up to loosen the boy's bindings, he heard the little wretch whimper and cry: "Give me some meat to eat, and I'll call you Dad!"

Dakota: "......"

Nothing like the brat from the Davidson household......

In the end, the little bastard was let down, and he sat by the fire gnawing on roasted ground hog with grease all over his mouth.

When Dakota hunted game, he had actually accounted for the boy's portion, but he never expected the scrawny little thing to eat so much—two ground hogs and three bird eggs......

He couldn't help but remind him: "You'd better save some and keep it on you just in case. After tomorrow, no one will be sharing their food with you anymore."

The boy answered without hesitation: "Why?"

"Because I'm leaving as soon as dawn breaks," Dakota said casually.

"Can I come with you? This place is like a maze. I've been wandering for days, and I still have to find someone......" The boy, adhering to the principle that any provider becomes one's mother, muttered vaguely while gnawing on the last scrap of meat.

Unfortunately, Dakota wasn't paying attention.

He was calculating that, based on his past experience, it would take approximately two days for word to travel from Letter Sand to Divine Officer, and then for the royal palace to dispatch people to this dense forest. Before he had figured out how to explain his situation, he had no intention of meeting those people. So one day would be spent resting and recovering, and another day would be enough for him to leave this forest and find somewhere else to lay low.

He had calculated everything nicely, but unfortunately, fate seemed determined to work against him.

Early the next morning, when the sky had just begun to lighten, a young man with short golden hair arrived out of nowhere before Dakota, leading a squad of lean and hardy cavalry, completely scattering whatever shallow sleep he had managed.

"Edward?" Dakota looked at the golden-haired young man leading the group with an expression of utter bewilderment, almost thinking he was dreaming.

Edward had been sitting rigidly upright on his Hippogriff's back, but upon catching sight of Dakota's face, he nearly tumbled off.

He buried his face in the Hippogriff's raised neck for a moment, waving his hand: "Wait, wait....... Let me compose myself for a moment. I think I might be having a hallucination."

There was no chance of evading now. Dakota's peripheral vision caught sight of the boy beside him slipping into an attack-ready stance, so he simply said bluntly: "No, it's not a hallucination. It's me. I'm still alive."

"It was I who personally retrieved your corpse from the battlefield! How could you possibly......" How could you possibly still be alive?! And how could you possibly be in Andoha?!

Edward was both agitated and bewildered, his voice cracking in the middle of his sentence, breaking entirely, and the second half of what he was saying was lost.

Dakota patted the black Hippogriff's head and said: "It's a long story."

Edward, who had been holding his breath waiting for an explanation, nearly spat out a mouthful of blood. He rolled off the Hippogriff's back, and the entire squad of cavalry behind him dismounted with such precision it was startling.

"How I came to be in Andoha, I don't know myself, but I was indeed found somewhere in this vicinity back then, apparently in a state of apparent death, wearing the heavy armor of a common cavalryman," Dakota said with absolute seriousness. "In fact, I remained unconscious afterwards, only awakening recently."

As he spoke, he patted the boy's shoulder: "There it is—this child's family rescued me and brought me back."

The boy: "......" You're pulling my leg?!

Perhaps due to excessive excitement, Edward's mind wasn't sharp enough to think it through carefully, and he actually believed Dakota's tall tale, asking: "What did you two get up to that left you in such a mess?"

Dakota waved his hand: "Don't even mention it. I had planned to cross this forest and head north along the East Causeway, first returning to Saint Andis and then finding you all. I thought I'd take this little wretch to the north for a look around, but we got lost. We've been wandering in circles for days without getting out, so we had no choice but to crush a Letter Sand last night."

The boy was particularly eager to expose his lies and make him eat humble pie for once. However, it is difficult to speak harshly to someone who feeds you, not to mention he would get beaten, so he could only stand rooted to the spot with half his body paralyzed, his face twisted in an expression of dental agony as he watched the golden-haired young man's face registering a bewildering mixture of emotions.

Edward stared at Dakota for a long while before finally confirming that everything before him was real. He could not help but give Dakota a tight embrace and then released him, stepping back and straightening up to perform a proper sword salute, saying: "Vice Commander of Bronze Army, your most loyal friend Edward Dyer, leading the newly formed First Elite Squad, welcomes your return!"

The boy stood dumbfounded: "..." What?!

Dakota, however, smiled and patted Edward on the shoulder, saying: "Long time no see."

Confirming that his good friend was still alive, Edward was absolutely euphoric as never before. Leading Dakota and the dizzy boy toward the edge of the dense forest, he animatedly regaled Dakota with the major events that had transpired over these years.

When it came to the shift in power, Dakota finally could not help but interrupt: "Wait, what did you say the newly enthroned emperor's name is?"

Edward said: "George Gonzalez. What is it?"

Dakota: "Hmm, that name sounds a bit familiar."

"You forgot? Oh well, it makes sense you did not react. His Majesty changed his surname," Edward said. "He used to be surnamed Davidson, the youngest son of the Davidson family. Do you remember?"

Dakota: "..." Remember? How could I not? I was just reminiscing last night about how cruel I was to him back then...

"I know you must want to ask why he changed from Davidson to Gonzalez, right? That is quite a long story. I will explain it slowly once we get back, since it is not very convenient now." Edward winked with a gossipy expression, bringing up the very thing that should have been left alone: "Speaking of which, I remember you knew him before. When he was seven or eight years old, did you not thrash him once?"

Dakota wiped his face, thinking to himself, thank you so much for the reminder...

However, upon second thought, his heart grew bolder, and he said dismissively: "That is ancient history from a hundred years ago. He must have forgotten by now. A person crowned emperor would not be so petty."

Edward expressed wholehearted agreement: "Exactly. Otherwise, His Majesty would not have followed us here personally."

Dakota came to an abrupt halt and, without a moment's hesitation, changed direction, walking toward another path as he said: "You two go ahead. I still have some matters to attend to, and once I have settled them, I will—"

His words stopped dead in his throat.

Because of sheer bad luck, after walking only a few steps, he saw a tall man emerge from behind a large tree, blocking his path directly with arms crossed, looking down at him with an appraising gaze. Then, with a smile that did not reach his eyes, he said: "Long time no see, Fernandez... if I may call you that?"

Dakota's right eyelid twitched: "..."
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The person blocking the path was a handsome young man, exceptionally young, so much so that it was difficult to tell if he had even reached twenty judging by appearance alone. Yet he exuded a sense of oppression that belied his age, whether due to those exceptionally keen and piercing eyes or to his towering stature.

Dakota thought to himself that it was good he had stopped quickly; even at this distance, he had to raise his line of sight slightly. Had he taken two more steps forward, he would have been looking up directly.

His eyes swept up and down, and in an exceedingly short span of time, he took in the young man from head to toe: from the neat, dark-brown short hair, to the well-defined muscles of the arms and chest, to the long legs tucked into riding boots. A soft sigh of astonishment escaped his lips:

Who are you?

It was not that he truly could not guess who this person was, but rather that he found it impossible to connect him with the mischievous child of years past.

Time truly flew, this kid must have been fed growth formula to have grown this tall!

His momentary daze lasted so long that George's expression shifted from a smile not reaching his eyes to one where even the flesh refused to smile. Narrowing his eyes, he said: "The great have short memories, it seems. It appears that Fernandez no longer remembers me."

"Remember, we spent an entire holiday together, of course I remember. I was just wondering whether I've been in deep sleep for years or centuries. How did you grow so tall in the blink of an eye..." Dakota casually measured a position on his waist with his hands, gesturing as he spoke: "You used to come only up to here, not even as tall as my walking stick. Two ribbonfish could make up one of you."

George: "..."

This bastard's skills had not diminished over the years. A perfectly good sentence sounded absolutely ridiculous coming from his mouth, and whether it was long or short, he always managed to find something that would make people want to stomp their feet.

Dakota only realized after speaking that the mischievous brat from back then had now become his direct superior, and he immediately coughed once, turned his face away, and fell silent.

George suddenly smiled, speaking in a leisurely manner: "The holiday spent with Your Excellency was so delightfully unforgettable that I occasionally still dream of it. To see Your Excellency again is truly a great joy... In any case, welcome back."

Dakota listened silently as he finished, and his mind had already translated the entire statement once over: I'll remember for this lifetime the days when you gave me a good beating, and after all these years, you've finally fallen into my hands. Heaven has eyes.

George stared at the subtle changes in his facial expression for a moment, then said with perfect composure: "What's wrong with Your Excellency's face?"

Dakota gave a dry laugh: "Nothing, a toothache. The meat was grilled too hard last night."

George, upon hearing this, let out an "oh" and swept his gaze around the surroundings. To Edward, who was quietly eavesdropping nearby, he said: "We've delayed long enough. Let's mount up. If you don't mind, Your Excellency, please join my carriage. I am eager to catch up with you."

Dakota refused without hesitation: "No thanks, that wouldn't be proper. I'll just ride on the Hippogriff."

Edward called out to him with an awkward expression: "There are no extra Hippogriffs left."

Dakota turned his head and narrowed his eyes at him: "Then make room for me, we'll share one seat."

Edward patted the muscular neck of the Hippogriff and said: "No problem, come on up. We can buy another one when we pass through the Land of Wandering later. Does that work for you, Your Majesty?"

Dakota lifted his foot to walk over that way.

George, hearing this, also turned to look at Edward, speaking with deliberate emphasis: "Fine."

Edward stared at him innocently for a moment, then suddenly understood the implication. He slapped his thigh and cried out: "Oh no, my leg's cramping! I can't move. Ouch, oh dear. I think you should just take the carriage, Dakota. I can't make room for you, oh no."

As he spoke, he really laid it on thick. His calf was trembling, his entire body draped across the Hippogriff's back, taking up every available space, wailing dramatically.

Dakota: "..."

Edward's ability to commit fully to an act left Dakota in awe. He gave Edward two middle fingers as encouragement, then shaking his head, he followed behind George, unwilling in heart but forced to maintain a smile.

The carriage stood outside the forest, pulled by three pure black Hippogriffs. They were much more robust than ordinary horses, with thick curled manes on the back of their necks that extended all the way to their massive eagle wings on their backs, majestic and beautiful.

Only then did Dakota realize that accompanying them was not just the elite squad of the Bronze Army, but also more than fifty heavily armored cavalry, stationed on both sides of the carriage, their presence grim and imposing.

Dakota: "..." Was this a rescue mission or a raid?

He gave those cavalry a strange look, then George pushed him by the back and stuffed him into the carriage.

"What's with this kind of display?" Dakota asked instinctively, turning his head back.

"A man dead for seven years suddenly sends a distress signal between the Land of Wandering and the Giant Beastman Tribe. Would you believe it?" George firmly shut the carriage door without courtesy and said: "This is already the result of me changing my mind."

Dakota let out an "oh": "What was your mind before you changed it?"

George propped one hand against the top of the carriage and swept his gaze downward. "Send the Black Gold Iron Cavalry Army to sweep through the place. Whoever is causing trouble, arrest them first and interrogate about the mastermind. If they don't cooperate, execute them on the spot."

"..." Dakota said, "Isn't there the Divine Officer Academy? They should at least be able to give us a rough estimate."

"The Divine Officer Academy?" George let out a cold laugh. "Half a month ago, Bruce spent an entire night at the Observatory. Nobody knows what he saw, but he suddenly went mad, hair all disheveled, charging about wildly. He nearly fell off the cable car. Now he stays holed up in the Pantheon all day, biting anyone who approaches, unable to speak anymore. Without him, the Divine Officer Academy is full of good-for-nothings who can't make heads or tails of anything. They were even terrified into fainting by yesterday's Letter Sand. You expect them to calculate the specifics? You might as well dream."

Dakota made a few tsk sounds, whether out of regret or something else was unclear.

A moment later, he reacted and asked in confusion, "If you don't know what's happening, why did you change your mind?"

George paused upon hearing this, staring at the square table inside the carriage without speaking, as though the silver wine cup placed on it had captured his intense interest.

Dakota narrowed his eyes.

This demeanor was exactly like when they were young. Every time George made this expression, it meant he felt a bit guilty.

Remembering how troublesome George had been as a child, Dakota unhesitatingly prodded him with the hilt of his short blade and urged with a stern face, "I'm asking you something."

"..." George didn't react at first and reflexively spoke when poked, "After receiving a report from the Divine Officer Academy, I took men to your grave."

Dakota: "..."

George: "..."

After several seconds of silence, Dakota's face darkened and he let out a cold laugh, "Ten years without seeing each other, and you've improved! You've learned how to dig up graves, exhume corpses, and pry open coffins, haven't you?!"

George replied without hesitation, "Then what? Should I rush out recklessly without confirming? Why are you always so full of surprises?"

"I've always been this full of surprises—" Dakota raised his foot to strike him.

Someone who rose through the ranks in the military couldn't be expected to be gentle. Apart from a deceptive refined face, Dakota had nothing else about him, inside or out, that could be associated with "refinement and gentleness."

But the moment his foot lifted, Dakota suddenly snapped back to awareness from his habitual mode: "..." This was bad. The sole of his shoe was now pointing directly at the emperor. How could he put it down as though nothing had happened?

"..." George finally recalled his current status. He stared at the shoe sole before him for a moment, then sneered, "After being unconscious for so many years, Fernandez's legs can still kick this high. That's quite remarkable."

Just as Dakota and George stared at each other in awkward silence, someone rapped three times on the carriage door.

Dakota said nothing and lowered his leg, then turned to open the door: "Who—"

Before he could finish, he saw that Little Lion struggling up into the carriage, saying, "That curly-haired fellow won't let me leave and won't let me climb the Hippogriff. He practically shoved me into this carriage."

"Curly-haired fellow? Which curly-haired fellow?" Dakota leaned out to look, and saw Edward in front turn and wave at him.

Well, at least you have some conscience.

Dakota muttered this to himself and without another word pulled the boy into the carriage.

George made a tsk sound and said with wrinkled brow and visible impatience, "What? You're not annoyed with little brats anymore? You actually took one with you when going out?"

The boy blinked his eyes and didn't ask for a seat. Showing natural familiarity, he leaned against the corner and sat down cross-legged, saying, "Not really. He beat me several times just yesterday."

Dakota: "..." What grievance are you tattling about to a stranger?

The boy turned his head toward the door and let out a sneeze, rubbing his somewhat itchy nose, and said in a muffled voice: "But yesterday he was bragging to me that I'm not even the worst off. He once took care of a child around my age, and that one had it even worse than me. I have no idea which poor soul that was."

Poor soul George: "......"

Dakota casually plucked a large gooseberry from the fruit bowl on the table and unceremoniously stuffed it into the boy's mouth, effectively silencing him.

The boy was so puckered by the sourness that tears streamed down his face, and he indeed had no energy left to cause trouble.

George said slowly: "Bragging, huh......"

Dakota said with a serious face: "Not at all."

George let out a short, curt laugh, brushed past him by swiping his shoulder and back, and settled down in a steady manner, propping one hand on his knee while picking up a map that lay flat on the table with the other hand to continue reading, paying no further attention to Dakota. This man had a rigid posture, his knees spread wide and imperiously, as if even the slightest closure would wrong those long legs.

In short, he occupied an entire bench seat by himself, the only place in the carriage where one could sit.

Dakota swept his posture back and forth twice, and simply leaned against the carriage door, saying: "May I ask, your esteemed majesty, if you insist on squeezing me into this carriage, where exactly do you intend for me to sit?"

George lifted his eyelids, raised the half cup of fruit wine on the table to his lips and took a sip. Just as he was about to speak, the carriage wheels rumbled twice, and the carriage suddenly lurched forward.

The Hippogriff pulling the carriage could not fly due to its overly robust build, but those enormous wings were the best assistance for forward motion. With a flap of the wings, a fierce wind whistled, and the carriage suddenly dashed ahead at great speed.

Dakota, who was leaning against the carriage door, was caught off guard and thrown forward by inertia, crashing directly into the table and overturning it, landing heavily on George with spectacularly bad timing as he knocked the silver cup from George's hand.

Dakota quickly braced himself up with his hands and regained his balance amid the wind and speed.

Just as he managed to steady himself, he discovered that the spilled fruit wine had not left a single drop, all of it having been poured onto George's lap, apparently a fitting consequence for spreading his legs and taking up two seats by himself.

George's face turned black as the bottom of a pot in an instant: "......"

He glanced down and said to Dakota in a cold, detached tone: "Did your cerebellum run away from home? Why not make the trajectory a bit longer and just fly straight out of the carriage?"

Dakota instinctively wanted to say "Did your skin start itching again?", but fortunately rationality pulled it back before the words left his mouth.

For once, he gave up on the matter and no longer expected George to offer him a seat. He simply followed the boy's example, leaning against the carriage wall and sat down right there. On one hand closing his eyes and playing dead, while on the other hand worrying somewhat: He could never resist the urge to thrash the emperor, what was he to do.

The carriage wheels spun rapidly. Dakota swayed for a while, and surprisingly fell asleep.

When he awoke again, the sky outside had turned dark blue and murky. At some point, a blanket had been draped over his body, one of those thick winter blankets that wrapped him from neck to feet, covering him so thoroughly that he broke out in a sweat and nearly overheated.

Dakota: "...................................."

Only George could pull off such a despicable trick! There was no second person capable of it!

Dakota rolled his eyes and was about to throw off the blanket and beat him, when he discovered that the young emperor who had been sitting in the carriage was nowhere to be found. Not only that, but the boy nestled in the corner had also vanished without a trace.

He furrowed his brow, tensed his nerves, and listened intently for a moment, only to find the outside completely silent.

Not quite right, to be precise......it was a deathly silence—the kind where even the wind had disappeared without a trace, causing goosebumps to rise unbidden on one's skin.
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This silence was what Dakota despised most. It was as if in a single moment everyone had perished, ceased to exist, leaving no past and obscuring all future. It invariably stirred within him memories that were far from pleasant, though in truth, he knew exactly what was causing this mischief.

They were a desert race entrenched in the wastelands to the west of the continent. Due to their elusive movements, bizarre nature, and treacherous disposition, they were called Sand Ghost by most. Whenever a considerable number of Sand Ghost hurried through a region, people within a hundred meter radius would experience a peculiar illusion: they could hear no sound and see no one but themselves.

Of course, such an affliction lasted only a very brief moment, roughly a dozen seconds or so.

Yet on a battlefield in such a critical moment, even a dozen seconds could prove fatal. Thus, during Dakota's years as a commander of the Bronze Army, much of his time was expended on resisting the incursions of Sand Ghost, until at last he "perished" on such a battlefield.

"Their curse lingers......" Dakota's expression hardened as his hand pressed upon the hilt of the short blade at his waist, every nerve in his body drawn taut.

This had become almost a conditioned reflex.

Click.

The car door suddenly emitted a soft sound.

Dakota sprang up instantly, drawing his blade and driving it deep into the car door with ferocity.

His physique was not particularly robust, merely covered with a thin layer of lean muscle, so in terms of raw strength he possessed no advantage. Yet years of experience had honed his mastery of combat technique. Thus the seemingly sturdy car door was pierced by his single strike. With a twist and wrench, the axle fractured and the entire door collapsed with a thunderous crash.

Dakota: "......" What the hell?!

A gust of desolate wind swept past the car, scattering stones that struck the carriage in a series of clicks identical to the sound from moments before. A handful of fine sand blew through the open doorway and struck Dakota square in the face.

Sand Ghost had passed. Hearing returned, the illusion vanished.

"Well done. Less than five minutes after I arrived and you've already dismantled my door." George's voice came from nearby, his footsteps drawing closer with a soft rustling sound. "Lord Fernandez, are you just bored out of your mind?"

"Looking for a fight, are you?" Dakota, irritated by Sand Ghost's performance, replied without a moment's hesitation.

George: "......"

"Were they really just passing through?" Dakota remained crouched on one knee beside the ruined door, his stance unchanged, his guard still raised, the short blade gripped firmly as he scanned his surroundings carefully. "Impossible......"

George approached and propped his small forearm against the door frame with a sharp thud, speaking to him with evident displeasure. "This is the Land of Exile, not a battlefield. Sand Ghost 'passing through' is a common occurrence here."

"Sand Ghost can turn any place into a battlefield. They won't learn how to spell the word discipline in the next ten lifetimes." Dakota replied coldly.

George used two fingers to redirect the tip of Dakota's blade. "According to the old statutes of the Golden Lion Empire, people like you who draw blades before the emperor are to be hanged naked from the towers as a warning, displayed for all to see."

"And this carriage door——" He gave the mangled door lying on the ground a kick and delivered a cold laugh. "Pay for it."

Dakota: "......" Go to hell!

He restored the short blade to its place at his waist, batted away George's hand from the door frame with a slap, and jumped down from the carriage.

With hearing restored, the world outside the carriage suddenly became extraordinarily clamorous.

This was an utterly chaotic town, with buildings and fortifications of wildly differing styles jumbled together, neither near nor far in any organized fashion, as if each inhabitant had carved out whatever plot of land they could claim.

This town known as the Land of Exile lay at the intersection of different ethnic territories, occupying the largest crossroads in the continent's middle reaches. It harbored the most cunning and fierce inhabitants, the most straightforward and brutal commerce, and the most intricate web of factional entanglements. For some it was a hell, for others a paradise.

No matter how chaotic a place might be, it harbors unwritten rules forged through long years, and even Sand Ghost would not act rashly here. In a certain sense, this place is both dangerous and safe.

George's carriage and horses, as custom dictated, could only be left at the outskirts of the town, stationed at Crow Nest Abandoned Temple where passing military troops rested, guarded by heavily armored cavalry. The remaining elite squad split into two groups: one went to procure rations and spirits for everyone, while the other disguised themselves lightly and followed George.

Dakota stretched his limbs beneath the carriage, and noticed George regarding him with folded arms, his expression betraying the impatience characteristic of youth.

"How have I offended your eyes again, Your Majesty?" Dakota asked irritably.

"Are you done stretching? Come along once you are finished. Edward is still waiting." George turned and headed toward the center of Land of Exile.

"What for?" Dakota asked in bewilderment as he hurried after him, following George to the front of a shop built of massive stones.

The shopkeeper brightened the lamps, resting her chin on her hand, and spoke lazily to Edward: "Two sets for seven silver coins, no haggling. Visitors from Golden Lion Empire receive a twenty percent discount, and those from Thunderpeak receive a ten percent discount."

Edward held two sets of clothes, one large and one small, and blinked: "Why?"

The shopkeeper: "Because they generally have prettier faces."

Edward perked up at once: "Look at me. Yes, this face of mine. What discount can I get?"

The shopkeeper showed no mercy: "I do not care for naturally curly hair. Keep talking and I will raise the price instead."

Edward: "..."

Little Lion, standing beside his leg, followed suit: "Sister, what about me? Can I get a discount?"

The shopkeeper glanced at him sideways: "First, sort out that bird's nest on your head. However, since you called me sister, I will give you a thirty percent discount."

Dakota's mouth twitched, and he grabbed George: "You have quite the interest, browsing a clothing shop no less. Did you insist on this?"

George haughtily pulled his sleeve from Dakota's grasp and brushed it off: "You, and that little wretch in there, if you continue to wander about before me in those clothes covered with layers upon layers of mud, I shall order men to skewer you both and hang you on the city wall to dry for half a month."

Dakota: "...So being emperor makes you insufferable, does it?"

George tossed out a terse "yes" and shoved Dakota through the door. He apparently could not bear the sight of those clothes any longer. When he pushed, his hand withdrew at the briefest touch, as if his fingers would rot away if they lingered a moment longer.

When the shopkeeper's gaze swept across Dakota, she brightened at once: "Welcome to our establishment. We do not haggle here as a rule, but for a face like yours, I offer fifty percent off."

She then examined George once more and smiled: "You also receive fifty percent off. If you would allow me to touch your muscles, I will bring it down to seventy percent off."

George: "..."

Dakota laughed: "He is barely of age. How could you?"

"Nonsense, you are the one barely of age!" George said stiffly.

Edward interjected: "Your Maje...he is twenty one!"

Dakota replied dismissively: "Oh, how impressive."

"Silence!" George snatched the clothes Edward had prepared and stuffed them unceremoniously into Dakota's arms. "Change out of that rag at once, or I will tear it to shreds."

Dakota rolled his eyes without courtesy and went into the fitting room with the clothes in his arms.

Edward counted out the money, his expression difficult to describe: "..." Rolling his eyes at the emperor no less. This fellow must have been raised on bear gall!

While Dakota changed, George directed Edward to purchase a Hippogriff.

"Did you not say you had no intention of buying one at all?" Edward nearly thought he had misunderstood.

"I have changed my mind now." George said flatly: "He broke the carriage door and still expects to sit inside it? Oh, and buy just one. He will not reimburse the door. We will simply tie a rope around it and let him run behind us all the way back to Saint Andis."

Dakota had just emerged from the fitting room when the emperor's malice was smeared all over his face: "..."

Edward always felt these two might come to blows at any moment. He hastily grabbed his coin purse, seized Little Lion, and ran without looking back.

Dakota could not help but wonder: "When did that brat become close with Edward?"

"That person doesn't have the nasty habit of throwing punches after three sentences fail to connect." George remarked with cool indifference, then cast a glance at Dakota and asked, "Where exactly does that kid come from?"

Dakota played dumb: "Hmm?"

The two of them walked together toward Crow Nest Abandoned Temple, with George scanning the shops and dwellings on the side while saying, "You don't need to repeat those tall tales you made up to fool Edward. I heard that brat muttering about looking for someone, specifically family members, and it doesn't match up at all with what you said."

Dakota had heard Little Lion mention this once before, but he hadn't gotten around to asking for the specifics, since he never anticipated the situation would develop this way. While he was pondering how to answer George, a group of people not far away was noisily entering a shop, and fragments of their conversation drifted into Dakota's ears.

"Is this really all right? After all, it's something meant to be sent to Golden Lion Empire."

"Don't worry about so much. The young master is happy with it. Besides, that old thing was already missing limbs anyway. Are you actually treating it as a proper gift?"

"Golden Lion Empire has had so many emperors bowing and scraping. Why should we fear one newly succeeded ruler? Whatever we send, he will accept it."

Dakota caught about seven or eight tenths of that conversation, and George didn't miss much either. Once they finished listening, his face darkened considerably.

Dakota did not visit Land of Exile often, but it was not unfamiliar to him. He could name most of the shops and knew what they did. The shop those people had rushed into, for instance, was a black market gambling den where people mixed together and would bet on anything and dare to play with anything.

Dakota and George exchanged a glance, said nothing more, and quietly followed that group of people into the shop.

"People from North Jade Empire." Dakota stared at those people for a while at close range, then whispered into George's ear: "It's just unclear what they were talking about exactly—"

Before he could finish his sentence, the people gathered in the gambling den suddenly erupted in a commotion, shouting and whistling.

Dakota and George, leveraging their height advantage, looked over the heads of the crowd.

What they saw, surrounded by the crowd, was a massive circular iron cage. A Black-eared Wolf with a steel collar around its neck was excitedly pacing in circles, its eyes blazing red, baring terrifying sharp fangs. Its build was extraordinarily muscular, standing up to about the height of two men, clearly no ordinary beast.

On the other side of the iron cage, someone was pushing a filthy adult male lion into the cage.

That person was one of those who had been speaking at the door earlier. The reason they had to push was because the male lion, which was supposed to be "sent as a gift to Golden Lion Empire," was a cripple.

Its face bore a terrifying long scar running horizontally across its face from the left eye to the right eye, leaving it completely blind. One of its front paws had also been injured and was severely lame. It could not even stand, and was forced into the cage on its haunches.

What an excellent gift indeed! George's expression turned grim, and he let out a cold laugh.
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Many years ago, Golden Lion Empire had been the most powerful nation at the northern end of the continent, without question. But now, the entire north and more than half of the east had already adopted the North Jade new calendar.

This small nation, originally confined to the Icefield region, after attaching itself to Sand Ghost, became a collaborator, rapidly expanding its territory and swallowing others whole. Over the past seven hundred and thirty years, it has firmly controlled the entire Northern Continent. Its current ruler, Dustin Christopher, is an utter fool.

No one knows what went wrong with him, but he was born with a natural compulsion to go against Golden Lion Empire. Although the latter had long since lost its former glory, having nearly collapsed alongside city-states like Thunderpeak under the squandering of previous pleasure-seeking emperors, he still persisted with relish in treating Golden Lion Empire as an eyesore.

He constantly sought every possible way and seized every opportunity to humiliate Golden Lion Empire, whether explicitly or implicitly.

Such as, for instance, this blind-eyed lion before them.

"Ten minutes ago when Sand Ghost passed through, these idiots were still on their knees kowtowing to send off their ancestors." George's face turned cold as he remarked sharply: "Now they have the mind to mock others."

Long before he took over, when discussing North Jade Empire and Dustin privately, the assessment consisted of only four words: "Doomed sooner or later."

Now, standing before the glaring humiliation of North Jade Empire, he did not reflexively throw out those four words. Instead, he narrowed his eyes and turned his head toward Dakota: "I despise the act of kneeling, absolutely abhor it."

Dakota's gaze shifted, and he jerked his chin toward the crippled male lion in the cage: "Who doesn't."

Who doesn't.

Even with eyes gouged blind, claws broken, reduced to a cripple, no one wishes to kneel.

The lion pushed into the iron cage suddenly let out a low growl, and its crippled front paw viciously clawed at the ground twice, forcefully struggling to straighten its legs.

Its body trembled violently, whether from excessive pain or excessive effort, in any case, certainly not from fear.

In fact, though its blinded eyes looked dreadful, the head swaying left and right gave off a confused impression, as though it had no idea where it was or what danger it faced. All the subtle sounds from its opponent were drowned out by the cacophony of the crowd and the shrill whistles.

The Black-eared Wolf across from it seemed to have been drugged or tampered with in some way, its eyes so bloodred they nearly wept blood, fragments of meat still clinging to its snow-white fangs, looking not far from madness. When it saw the male lion enter the cage, its circular pacing halted momentarily.

Tilting its head, holding up one front paw, it carefully observed this opponent.

Soon, its front paw descended slowly to the ground, resuming its circling around the iron cage. Taking advantage of the lion's blindness, it even bumped into the lion twice as it passed, letting out low rumbling sounds from its throat, whether warnings or provocations unclear.

"This is a stray male lion we caught in Skull Valley, probably lost and surviving on garbage." A young man standing by the cage spoke with arrogant bearing, turning a gem ring on his hand as he continued unhurriedly: "It's truly pitiful, so we thought to give it a different way of life. This fight won't be for lives, just a demonstration, and if this old fellow wins, all the money goes to it. I'll buy it the finest meat, hire the best veterinarian, and build it an exquisite and comfortable cage. If it loses..."

He paused, then spoke carelessly: "If it loses, no matter. It's just for entertainment. The money goes to you, and we'll continue our journey at dawn."

After hearing him finish his nonsense, Dakota commented tersely: "A little beast."

George frowned: "I know him. Dustin's youngest son, Corey, with a shifty weasel face and the look of someone short-lived, spending money like water, seeking thrills day and night, his character..." I agree with your assessment."

The whistles from the crowd grew louder, with Corey's disguised servants and lackeys shouting especially loud.

The owner of the Black-eared Wolf across the way had no objection to Corey's idea of "being bored stiff and throwing away money," readily pushed in his bet, and nodded to the referee.

The Black-eared Wolf continued to circle the male lion provocatively, its coarse stiff tail occasionally sweeping boldly across the lion's paws, the rumbling sounds from its throat unceasing, seeming not to fear it in the slightest.

The referee lifted up the enormous bronze bell and shook it twice.

The master of Black-eared Wolf called out impatiently: "Stop pacing!" Then, with a swing of the steel whip in his hand, there came a sharp crack as it lashed brutally across Black-eared Wolf's body. In an instant, skin split and flesh tore, blood and gore glistening. Black-eared Wolf trembled violently, howling and baring its fangs as it lunged back, crashing against the cage with a resounding clang. The master jerked his hand back, deftly retreating a step, tossing aside the whip and remarking casually: "A couple of lashes and the beast's fighting spirit rises."

Black-eared Wolf's eyes were wide with fury, its tail lashing as it retreated to its corner, lowering its shoulders and arching its back into an attacking stance.

Dakota followed George, and without quite realizing it, squeezed from the very back of the crowd to the very front, pressing close against the edge of the cage. They stood facing the referee across the cage, mere inches from the cage door's latch.

"Have I ever mentioned that I can understand beast speak?" George leaned close to Dakota's ear, whispering beneath the crowd's clamor.

Dakota was startled: "What do you mean?"

George kept his eyes narrowed, watching the creature within the cage. He offered no further explanation, only asking: "Are you afraid of lions?"

Dakota scoffed: "How could I be? I gave a lion a beating just last night."

George caught the key words with sharp attention: "Last night?"

Dakota: "..." Not good! He had let his tongue slip in a moment of pride.

George said "oh": "I see. We'll settle accounts later."

He finished speaking while staring at the copper bell in the referee's hand, shaking his head with a tsk: "It's a pity..."

Dakota: "A pity what?"

His eyes shifted, landing on George's hand as it subtly rose, and he vaguely guessed what this ancestor was up to.

The referee raised the copper hammer and struck it heavily against the bell.

Clang!

In a flash, the moment the bell's ring sounded, the massive Black-eared Wolf, sturdy as a bear, shot forth like an arrow, hurtling straight at the lion and pouncing upon it with a fierce howl, pinning the great beast to the ground.

The two enormous predators rolled into a mass on the ground, their momentum carrying them in a crash against the iron cage.

Heavy claws struck the cage with a thunderous clang, like a sharp axe, directly bending the iron bars, and the gaps between them widened in an instant.

The sharp claws of lion and wolf poked straight through those gaps.

Corey, standing nearest, had no time to dodge and had a strip of flesh torn from his arm.

"Ah—" The crowd erupted into chaos in an instant. Corey shrieked, clutching his injured arm, and pushed frantically, desperate to distance himself from the cage.

Neither Black-eared Wolf's master, nor the referee, nor any of the onlookers had anticipated the battle would escalate to such ferocity.

"They've gone mad! They've both gone mad!" Shrieks erupted from the crowd as people shoved tables and chairs out of the way in the gambling den and surged toward the exits.

George let out a cold laugh, glanced at Corey and his group standing nearest to the cage door, and finished his earlier words: "It's a pity you don't fear them—"

Having said this, his finger hooked the cage door, and with a sharp click, the iron cage door swung open, and the massive predators rolling within instantly burst forth from the cage.

"Run!" George seized Dakota and bolted.

Behind them, Corey wailed and howled, clumsily flanked by his entourage of guards, crashing about in a tangled mass.

"Have you lost your mind?!" Dakota ran while roaring, wishing he could grab his ears and shake him.

George vaulted over a gambling table and burst out the door with Dakota, sprinting at breakneck speed without pause. After rounding a corner where the beasts were no longer visible, he found a moment to roar back: "I told you I can understand what they're communicating! Can you not scold me until we're safe?!"

Dakota scrambled directly up a low wall, and in a few swift movements climbed onto the roof with his short blade: "Who the hell is responsible for this?! Do you have the nerve to speak?!"

George, without a blade: "......"

The entire Land of Exile was thrown into complete chaos by the two fierce beasts, with shrieks and firelight everywhere.

Dakota and George bickered while moving with extraordinarily flamboyant footwork, leaping between rooftops and darting through buildings with the desire to land a couple of slaps, all while trying to make their way back to Crow Nest Abandoned Temple as soon as possible.

Unfortunately, such flamboyant movements were prone to mistakes, such as directly placing oneself in front of the two fierce beasts.
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When Dakota jumped down from the rooftop, he came face to face with the Black-eared Wolf that had rushed over.

He quickly tried to brake hard, but due to his excessive speed, he stumbled forward several steps along the momentum before finally coming to a stop, and when he looked up, he nearly bumped his face against the Black-eared Wolf's snout.

Dakota: "......"

Both man and beast froze in place, neither reacting for a moment.

Dakota held his breath, feeling that his brief day above ground had been incredibly thrilling, and he would rather stay underground instead.

The Black-eared Wolf's blood-red eyes moved, and it suddenly erupted, its steel-like sharp claws gleaming coldly as it lunged fiercely at Dakota.

Dakota tilted his head back, bent his knee, knelt and crouched to dodge, narrowly avoiding the strike. But before he could straighten up, the Black-eared Wolf came with another claw.

"Move!"

There came a dull thud of bodies colliding, and Dakota instinctively narrowed his eyes as his vision flickered.

The Black-eared Wolf roared in anger and was hurled heavily against the stone wall beside it, its massive and muscular body directly collapsing the corner of the wall, sending rubble tumbling down.

George wiped the corner of his mouth, rolled up from the ground, did a side roll back to Dakota's side, and taunted: "My dear Señor Fernandez with the short blade, will you be climbing walls next time?"

"Are you asking for it?" Dakota shoved him hard, and the two tried to slip through an alley nearby to get out of the Black-eared Wolf's sight.

But after that creature was slammed against the wall, its throat produced a series of rhythmic low growls, then it threw back its head and let out a fierce howl.

Dakota was startled and grabbed George, who was about to run toward the alley, and shouted: "Don't move!"

It had been too noisy in the gambling den earlier for him to hear clearly, but now he finally made out what those "growls" were. This kind of rhythmic low guttural sound and fierce howl were far too familiar to him. This was the unique method of information exchange used by the Giant Beastman Clan on the battlefield, like a cipher, and only those savage beasts of their own kind could fully understand it.

He only knew that since the Black-eared Wolf was emitting this sound, it meant they could not slip through the alley.

Sure enough, a shadow flickered before Dakota, and the blind male lion descended from the low wall with one front paw withdrawn, landing heavily and blocking their only escape route.

"Damn it!" George, with no imperial dignity or awareness whatsoever, swore and instinctively turned to press his back against Dakota's.

The lion could not see with its eyes and still seemed somewhat dazed. Dakota even suspected it was simply stupid. It only reacted when it heard the Black-eared Wolf emit growls and howls, moving almost reflexively according to those signals.

It kept Dakota and George's path sealed completely.

The Black-eared Wolf's eyes were nearly bleeding with fury, already frenzied enough on its own, yet it could still drive another half-stupid lion to madness alongside it. The two massive beasts, each standing as tall as a man when upright, slowly approached Dakota and George.

Their thick paws fell silently on the ground, yet sounded like a ticking countdown to death.

Five meters, three meters... and then a fierce pounce!

Dakota's blade came slashing down, cleaving straight through the Black-eared Wolf's belly.

Just as the Black-eared Wolf's sharp claws were grazing Dakota's face and Dakota's blade was pressing against its abdomen, a startled cry tore through the night, piercing into the ears of these two men and two beasts.

"Daddy!!!"

Dakota's hand trembled instantly, and he thought to himself: wasn't that the little bastard who had run off with Edward? And who exactly was he calling daddy now?!

In the next second, he was struck squarely by what felt like a cannonball, staggering backward and tumbling to the ground with George.

At the same time, chaotic footsteps rang out one after another, surrounding the two men from all directions.

Dakota rolled up from the ground and saw the Bronze Army squad that had arrived swiftly surrounding the two beasts, while that little bastard had shifted back to beast form, slapping the Black-eared Wolf's face to the ground with one claw, then pushing the blind lion aside and rubbing fiercely against it for a while before settling down.

This manner of greeting was rather vicious and crude, claws still unsheathed, capable of drawing blood at any moment.

"..." Edward walked in from the alley leading a Hippogriff, staring at the chaotic scene for quite some time before finally finding a way to break the silence: "So... these two wild beasts stuck so closely to you, and yet you lost the rest of your people instead?"

Bronze Army squad: "..."

The shadow of shame now looming over their hearts was vast enough to blanket the entire city.

George had no time to lecture the Bronze Army squad; after all, Dakota's indiscriminate defensive positioning made getting separated all too normal. At least he and Dakota were still alive and sitting here, safe and sound. What concerned him more was the three large beasts tangled together before him.

That mysterious cub was indeed from the Giant Beastman Clan, and he called the blind lion his father.

George clicked his tongue and turned to Dakota: "It seems that brat was looking for this one... wasn't it supposed that his family took you in and cared for you for a few years? Hmm?"

Dakota was struck hard by reality and immediately gave up all pretense: "Hmm nothing, you deal with what's in front of us first before bringing up anything else."

"You always have something to say." George huffed through his nose in acknowledgment, then turned to Little Lion and said, "Have them change back to human form, or else my people won't be able to feel safe putting away their weapons. Can you understand that, little brat?"

Little Lion shifted back into the form of a boy, looked left and right, and shook his head repeatedly: "I'm afraid that's not possible right now. They can't change."

"Why?" George frowned.

Dakota answered for the little cub: "One of them is starving. From what I understand, when Giant Beastmen are in a state of extreme weakness, they instinctively maintain their beast form for stronger offensive power, which aids in self-protection. The other one... I suspect has been given some drug and is not far from madness, too excited to shift back."

Little Lion nodded with an "mm-hmm" and said, "Give me some meat to eat, and I'll call you my second daddy!"

Dakota: "..." Your real father is right there. Aren't you afraid of getting hit for saying such things?

"What nonsense is this!" George was astounded at this little cub's shamelessness. He waved his hand and had the Bronze Army squad members help the little cub bring the two beasts into the Crow Nest Abandoned Temple.

"How did things come to this? How did you all run into my daddy?" Little Lion wagged his tail, counting off the wounds on his father's body one by one, completely forgetting that he still had a pile of toxin injuries that hadn't fully cleared.

Dakota and George exchanged a glance and simultaneously recalled what Corey had said: "We caught a stray lion in Skull Valley. It seems to have gotten lost and was living on garbage."

Such a description would not sit well with anyone, much less a seven or eight-year-old child, so they both chose to remain silent and tossed the question back: "How did you get separated from him?"

When with Dakota and the others, this little cub had quite the air of a troublemaker who needed constant discipline, but now that he had found his father, he had become surprisingly obedient, even his bird's nest of tangled fur had become considerably more tamed. He eagerly held a bunch of marrow bones and dried meat strips, stuffing them one by one into the lion's mouth.

It was not until the lion had swallowed the last bit of meat and, exhausted, shook his ears and dozed off that the cub wiped his hands and ran over to Dakota's side.

The little cub propped himself on the cart's footrest and sat down, swinging his two legs and said in a low voice: "Victor—oh, that's my father. He doesn't have a very good memory. He can't remember many things, including what he just did, what people he met, or even where we live. But the moment he hears snoring, he rushes out, so we actually get separated quite often. Fortunately, I can always find him again. I'd bet anything that once he finishes this nap, he won't remember meeting you all."

Dakota was chewing on a strip of dried meat when his brow suddenly furrowed. He raised his hand to interrupt: "Wait, what did you say your father is called?"

"Victor," the little cub said. "Why?"

"I once met a person by that name as well," Dakota said hesitantly.

He had not dealt with the Giant Beastman Clan as extensively as he had with the Sand Ghost, but he knew quite a bit about them. For instance, although they were a complete tribe, they did not particularly like living together in settlements and preferred to establish their own dwellings separately. Only when entering a state of high alert would they gather together to prepare for war.

Because their interactions were not frequent, they were quite perfunctory about names, that "designation used to distinguish one another." As far as Dakota knew, they all preferred single syllable names that required minimal effort to call out and were equally dismissive.

And "Victor" was precisely one of the few names Dakota remembered, and the one that left the deepest impression.

Because it was the name of the Giant Beastman Clan's former leader.

About ten years ago, Dakota had once seen him in his human form on a battlefield fighting against the Sand Ghost.

He was a hardened man with golden brown hair and stubble. Due to his racial bloodline, when he stood straight he was over two meters tall, like a muscular and well built giant, standing as solid and steady as a mountain at the very front of the Giant Beastman army. Then, leading fierce and valiant warriors behind him, he joined forces with Dakota's Bronze Army to annihilate the Sand Ghost forces completely.

That scene left such a deep impression that Dakota found it utterly impossible to connect that name with the drowsy lion before him now.

He had later heard some rumors that Victor had been ambushed by the Sand Ghost in a certain engagement and could no longer take to the battlefield. The Giant Beastman Clan had always adhered to the most primitive law of survival, so Victor had transitioned from leader to former leader and subsequently disappeared from sight.

Little Lion scratched his head and said: "Also called by that name? That can't be right. Among the clansmen I know, none shares the same name as my father."

Then that settled it.

Dakota looked at the lion, and for a moment his emotions were complicated.

Beside him, Black-eared Wolf was drinking water mixed with tranquilizer juice. The taste must have been quite unpleasant, for after a few sips it could not help but shake its head and let out an irritable rumble from deep in its throat, then habitually followed with a howl.

The lion that had been dozing suddenly lifted its head. Its eyes, scarred and fused unnaturally together, and its lame leg made several strained attempts before finally managing to stand up from the ground.

Just as it was about to arch its back and try to discern the message conveyed in the rumble so as to prepare for battle, Little Lion jumped down from the cart and rushed over to comfort him: "Father, it's me, Trevor. There is no Sand Ghost and no one is hurt. I just made a rumbling sound. Can you rest a little longer, please?"

The lion's expression became vacant as he withdrew his claws. Only after Little Lion Trevor approached did he gradually settle down, patting him twice with his paw before lying down on the ground again.

George squinted at them, uncertain what had crossed his mind. After a long while, he raised an eyebrow slightly and spoke in a low voice: "Not bad. You still remember your son."

It had lost the sight in both eyes, gone lame in one leg, its mind addled with blank memory, a far cry from what it had been ten years before. The only two things it could still remember were these:

It was a warrior.

It still had a son.
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The medicaments that George had brought with him were clearly effective. Whether it was the sedative given to Black-eared Wolf or the healing salve applied to Victor and Trevor's bodies, both showed results quickly.

Trevor rolled from one end of the abandoned temple to the other and back again, bouncing and hopping, howling: "The medicine makes it worse, it itches, itches, itches so much, help me."

In comparison, his father remained remarkably composed. What hardship had he not endured on the battlefield? This sort of tingling sensation from wound healing was nothing but an everyday occurrence to him. Thus he flicked his ears and quietly listened to his foolish son's commotion, occasionally reaching out a paw to pat Trevor as a gesture of comfort when he hopped past.

Dakota held up a strip of jerky, watching the spectacle while eating and directing Trevor: "Hey, a bit to the left, left! That's it, just like that. You haven't swept that section yet."

Trevor whimpered as he rubbed against the ground.

George was not particularly hungry. He stood to the side with his arms crossed, looking at Dakota, then at the tearful Little Lion, his expression utterly beyond words.

The scene before him was far too familiar, because that scoundrel Dakota had done exactly the same to him back then.

Back then, still a rascal of a cub, he had reluctantly followed Dakota, that scoundrel, learning swordsmanship and close combat. Dakota's demands for precision were meticulous and exacting. Whether something was too fast, too slow, or off by even the slightest distance, however negligible, he would insist that George do it over and over again.

Such methods were enough to drain a child of all patience and enthusiasm, much less when George had precious little patience to begin with.

Thus he began to resort to every trick imaginable to shirk and cause trouble, until finally he simply plumped himself down on the ground, crossed his legs while hugging his arms, turning a deaf ear to Dakota's endless nagging, refusing to get up no matter what.

The trouble was, Dakota had even less patience than him, and this scoundrel had never possessed the concept of "respecting the elderly and cherishing the young." He would beat him without hesitation whenever he felt like it.

At that time, Dakota was amused by his stubborn refusal to get up, and simply took it upon himself to grab him by the scruff of his neck and drag him around.

A seven or eight year old child was like weightless in Dakota's grasp. He dragged him along as smoothly as flowing clouds, without the slightest obstruction.

That shameless scoundrel spoke as he dragged him: "Come on, tilt a bit to the left, to the left. Good, now a bit to the right, very good, just like that. You're sweeping the ground nicely, saving Old Nathaniel some trouble."

Dakota understood his contrarian nature well, and always issued commands in the opposite direction of what he wanted. To make him go east, he would say west. To make him go forward, he would say backward. In short, he could infuriate a person to the point of spitting blood.

After recalling those humiliating old incidents, George silently wiped his face.

Dakota caught his movement from the corner of his eye, turned around and spoke unhurriedly: "What is it? Remembering some regrettable past?"

George raised his head to look at him expressionlessly: "You have the nerve to bring that up?"

Dakota replied candidly: "Why shouldn't I? It wasn't me who shirked and threw tantrums."

He was chewing on jerky, his cheeks puffed out slightly, the tiger claw bones near his ears twitching with each bite, eating with evident pleasure. George stared at him with a blank face for a moment, then licked his itchy gums and said: "Do you even know what the words 'emperor' mean?"

Dakota's movements froze: "..." Oh no, he had forgotten again.

George spoke acidly: "I may not be much good at other things, but I have an excellent memory. My favorite saying is 'an eye for an eye.'"

Dakota: "... How will you repay me?"

"Edward." George turned and called out.

"Your Majesty, what is the matter?" Edward walked over and asked.

"The carriage door was dismantled, wasn't it? Whoever took it apart should fix it." George jerked his chin toward Dakota and said, "In a moment, find a few people to tie this gentleman up by the entrance with his limbs spread out to block the wind."

Edward: "......"

Dakota: "...................................."

Land of Exile descended into chaos for a moment, though such turmoil was hardly uncommon in this town. The fierce residents and merchants quickly settled down and resumed their business as usual. Only Corey and his companions, who had been bitten several times and nearly lost their lives, suffered greatly.

They were likely still attending to their wounds and had no energy for anything else. But in a few moments, they would surely come to their senses.

George drew too much attention here, and it was inadvisable to linger long in Crow Nest Abandoned Temple.

Just as they were finishing their preparations and about to gather their belongings to depart, the Black-eared Wolf, which had been given a sedative, began to wake slowly. The blood red in its eyes gradually faded, returning to a clear blue that glowed faintly in the corner of the ruined temple, casting an eerie light.

Under the moonlight, the Black-eared Wolf's enormous shadow began to shift and transform, and in the blink of an eye, it took on the form of a black-haired, blue-eyed man. He stood nearly two meters tall, dressed in a black burlap vest, his exposed arms lean and muscular, crisscrossed with numerous old and new scars. An old whip scar ran diagonally from his left cheek across the junction of his collarbone and right shoulder, giving him a ferocious and terrible appearance.

He rose from the corner and walked over like a moving mountain, first nodding to George and the others in thanks, then smiling down at Trevor: "Don't you recognize me anymore? I am Jerry."

Trevor looked utterly bewildered.

"That's right, I haven't returned to the valley in many years. The last time I saw you, you were still crawling everywhere." Jerry said, then glanced at Victor: "You've grown so much. Leader... does Victor still dislike changing form?"

Trevor shrugged his shoulders: "Beast form is indeed more comfortable."

And provides more sense of security...

Jerry shook his head and said nothing.

Dakota watched him with curiosity and muttered softly: "An old subordinate?"

"More or less." George hummed in acknowledgment and explained, "Back at the gambling den in that iron cage, when Victor was pushed in, this Jerry froze for a moment before quickly putting on a challenging demeanor and circling around. Do you remember? I heard it call out in beast speech, saying 'how are you here, leader,' but that Victor seemed confused and didn't respond."

Dakota recalled that Victor indeed made no sound initially, not until Jerry let out a rhythmic growling sound from deep in his throat did Victor begin to react.

That's why all the subsequent attacks were directed by Jerry, because Victor only understood that sound.

Victor's situation could be understood given his special circumstances, but how did Jerry, someone who had seen battle, end up in such a state?! This was something neither Dakota nor George could comprehend.

"Don't look at me with those eyes. This story is a long one." Beasts are always extremely perceptive, and the moment Jerry saw Dakota and the others, he knew what they were thinking.

George felt there was something suspicious about all this and said, "Then make it a long story short. We're in a hurry."

Jerry furrowed his brow and said, "I was originally captured by people from the North Jade Empire, of course, with help from Sand Ghost. I spent a long time in the dungeons of North Jade Empire, perhaps several months or longer, subjected to daily doses of drugs that prevented me from taking human form. Beast form has greater strength, but many things become inconvenient, and since I drifted in and out of consciousness, I couldn't save myself, much less rescue others."

"Rescue others?" Dakota interjected.

"Yes, the dungeons held many people, some from our clan, a few from Spirit Clan, and oh yes, some from your place. You are from Golden Lion Empire?"

Dakota: "......" Brave man, are you truly awake or pretending?

Jerry nodded, and when they silently agreed, he said gravely, "Then I'm right. They captured a group of you as well. Some didn't stay in the dungeons long before being taken away. I suspect they were killed."

He shook his head as he spoke: "It's quite a pity. There were two of them I even exchanged a few words with. By the way, Sand Ghost came to the dungeon midway through. They probably thought we'd all gone completely mad, so they spoke without much caution. I vaguely heard something like 'the time is about right' and 'everything is in place.' I felt something was amiss, so I tried every means to escape. Who knew the drug would kick in halfway through, and some riffraff took advantage of the opportunity. That's how I ended up like this."

With this account, everyone present grew grave faced. George's expression turned especially solemn, for he had received no reports whatsoever of missing persons, let alone an entire group of them.

There was something decidedly off about this, but for the moment, none of them could quite put their finger on what it was.

"The North Jade Empire and Sand Ghost are clearly plotting some sordid scheme in the shadows. You'd best be on your guard. I must return and inform the current leader."

As he spoke, he rummaged about in his tattered clothes and produced a metal beast tooth, which he handed to George, saying: "I owe you all a favor for today's affair. Should you need assistance in the future, you may seek me out with this. I'll take my leave now."

As he finished, he glanced at Victor and Trevor.

Trevor thought for a moment, then solemnly produced a metal beast tooth of his own and pressed it into Dakota's hand: "I owe you two portions of meat!" With that, he rushed after Jerry alongside Victor.

Dakota: "...Does everyone get one of these things?"

After all, he was a brat he'd beaten before. Dakota accepted the beast tooth and tucked it away, then walked a few steps with them in a gesture of sending them off.

It was precisely when he drew near to the last heavy cavalryman that Jerry suddenly made an exclamation and stopped in his tracks.

Dakota followed his gaze toward the exposed half of the heavy cavalryman's fingers and saw that the cavalryman was missing a pinky finger, with claw marks from beast teeth still visible on the back of his hand.

Jerry suddenly cried out: "I've seen him in the dungeon!"
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Everyone present froze, a sudden wave of goosebumps prickling up their spines.

The heavy cavalryman gave a sharp metallic clang as he yanked the reins, and in an instant his well trained unit formed a half encirclement. Edward immediately bellowed: "Draw swords!"

The surrounded heavy cavalryman appeared somewhat bewildered. He turned his head left and right a few times, then hastily said: "Surely you've mistaken me for someone else? I've never been imprisoned in any dungeon!"

Dakota's hand rested on the short blade at his waist. He stood precisely in the gap of the half encirclement, blocking the cavalryman's only escape route, and spoke without turning his head: "Jerry, are you certain?"

"I remember his hand. The missing pinky was bitten off by one of my kinfolk," Jerry said with conviction. "The bite marks are still there. I couldn't be wrong."

The cavalryman glanced down at his own fingers and hastily shook his head: "Identifying someone just by their hand? That's far too rash! Do you remember his face? Wait a moment. I'll remove my helmet so you can see my face before making any more claims."

The armor that encased his body was formidable and heavy. Every lift of his hand, every turn of his head produced a metallic clink and clang, and against this tense and charged atmosphere, it all felt inexplicably eerie.

"I'll remove my helmet so you can have a look. You must have mistaken me for someone else, surely you've mistaken me," the cavalryman muttered to himself while pressing a mechanism around his neck.

A succession of clicking sounds rang out as the clasps came undone one after another.

In that singular moment, every nerve in each person's body drew taut as a bowstring, and every detail seemed to stretch into slow motion.

The cavalryman lifted away his helmet, revealing a flustered, innocent baby face and a horizontal scar across his neck. His expression urgent, he took a few steps toward Dakota, drawing closer to Jerry: "I must have mistaken you, right?"

"It's you!" Jerry cried out.

Just as he opened his mouth, that baby face suddenly collapsed, like a deflated rubber doll, the youthful and plump skin instantly sagging and drooping.

"Danger! Get out of the way!" Dakota shouted.

He suddenly shoved Trevor and Victor aside, executed a back flip, and cleared the path.

The heavy armor worn by the baby face abruptly lost its support and crashed to the ground with a loud clang, and falling with the armor was an empty skin husk.

A wind composed of fine sand spun rapidly above the armor and husk, like a twisted serpent.

"Sand Ghost!"

This cry of alarm was like boiling water splashing into hot oil, instantly causing an uproar. The Hippogriff's neighing and the clashing of metal erupted into a cacophony of chaos.

"Only one! Attack!" the heavy cavalry unit roared in unison, surging forward with tremendous momentum.

Sand Ghost creatures were difficult to deal with for two reasons: first, when Sand Ghosts appeared in groups they would cause people to experience brief sensory deprivation, and second, they often transformed into sand form with such fluidity that striking vital points was nearly impossible.

However, difficulty in killing was not the same as inability to kill, and troublesome did not mean without weakness.

Having contended with Sand Ghosts for so many years, Dakota and his companions had gradually learned the ways to deal with them.

For instance, when Sand Ghosts transformed into sand form, they appeared boneless, yet they still had a vital point. Their hearts were hidden within the flowing fine sand, and a direct strike would mean certain death.

Furthermore, the one thing Sand Ghosts feared most was water. When they appeared in sand form, if enough water was poured upon them, their movements would become sluggish and sluggish, and they would be forced to fall and transform back into human form.

Of course, Sand Ghosts moved with incredible speed, and in actual combat, knowing the way did not necessarily mean one could exploit it.

But now there was only one!

A single Sand Ghost could not cause sensory deprivation!

"More than thirty heavy cavalry, ten Bronze elite soldiers, plus three Giant Beastmen, attacking a single Sand Ghost. If we cannot kill it, I would be so ashamed I would rip off my own head and kick it like a ball!" Edward, brandishing his sword, charged forward, his long arm sweeping out as he tried to push the short-sword-wielding Dakota to the rear.

Something was wrong!

It was precisely because there was only one Sand Ghost that something seemed more wrong!

Dakota seized Edward by the collar and hurled him violently to the side, while shouting to the attacking forces: "Fall back!"

Before his words had even finished, the heavy cavalry soldier at the forefront had already plunged his sword into the rotating sand vortex. The strike was fierce and accurate, delivered with tremendous force, so much so that half his arm disappeared into it.

"I've hit the heart!" the man cried out, his arm turning to use that momentum to directly split open the Sand Ghost's heart.

The Sand Ghost twisted away like a water snake, evading his follow-up strike.

"Ha! You can't escape—" the man sneered and pulled his sword back for another strike, but had only spoken two words when he suddenly froze.

His pupils contracted sharply, eyes widening as he stared at the hand holding his sword.

With a clang, the heavy sword clattered to the ground. The front half of the arm that had plunged into the sand vortex suddenly began to change, transforming from the fingertips into fine sand that scattered to the ground, reaching the elbow in the blink of an eye.

"Ahhhhhhh—" the man screamed in terror.

The forearm that had touched the Sand Ghost had already vanished entirely, exposing the elbow joint where white bone glistened and flesh was mangled. The pile of fine sand on the ground was scattered by the wind and then sucked away by the twisting Sand Ghost, becoming part of it.

The unprecedented sight left everyone stunned and speechless, and Crow Nest Abandoned Temple fell into a deathly silence in that instant.

A harsh, grotesque laugh emanated from the sand particles, sending a chill through everyone present.

"Retreat!" Dakota roared, snapping the stunned minds of the crowd back to clarity.

The cavalry officer at the front suddenly yanked hard on the reins and turned to flee, but it was already too late. The Sand Ghost's astonishing speed of movement was utterly demoralizing in such circumstances.

In the blink of an eye, it engulfed the armless cavalry officer in sand, holding him for just two seconds before moving forward without a trace of reluctance.

The cavalry officer's piercing scream, cut off abruptly, sounded like a funeral bell suddenly tolling.

Clang——

Another cavalry officer at the rear was caught by Sand Ghost, leaving no corpse intact.

Clang——

The riderless Hippogriff was swept by Sand Ghost, transforming into fine sand from its tail, then its body, its enormous wings, and finally its head.

George had already vaulted onto the nearest Hippogriff, gave the reins a sharp snap, and stretched out his arm while galloping at full speed, roaring at Dakota: "Get on!"

Dakota grabbed his hand and in an instant found himself seated behind George.

"Go, go, go! Faster!!" Edward shouted frantically behind them, his Hippogriff's wings stirring up a tremendous wind that toppled countless saplings, and it would truly take flight if it went any faster.

Over forty enormous Hippogriffs galloped simultaneously, their collective momentum so tremendous that it seemed they might flatten the entire borderland.

Jerry and the others reacted far more swiftly than the cavalry officers, transforming into beast form in the blink of an eye.

Three ferocious beasts charged forward, their speed scarcely any less than that of the winged Hippogriffs. Due to their tremendous velocity, the muscles around their bodies were even pushed out of shape by the wind.

"Ahhhhh——" another scream came from the very rear, and as expected, it was cut short in an instant.

No one had even the time to glance back; all they could think was faster! Even faster!

Cries for help, suddenly cut off, echoed from a distance behind and gradually drew nearer.

Dakota could even feel grains of sand grazing his back. He suddenly clenched the Hippogriff's abdomen with his legs, pushing the already-maxed-out creature to go even faster.

"Hold on!" George's voice was nearly blown away by the wind.

This warning was far from unnecessary. Dakota was being jostled so violently that he could scarcely maintain contact with the Hippogriff's back; if it went any faster, he might very well be flung off entirely.

At this critical moment, no one had the luxury of being petty. Without hesitation, Dakota hooked his entire left arm around George's lean waist while gripping his short blade tightly in his right hand, turning to look back.

"Are you out of your mind?! What about your right hand?!" George bellowed.

Dakota had no time to silence him, for he realized that of the original forty-plus riders, fewer than ten remained, and that twisted Sand Snake was still in hot pursuit.

The speed was so extreme and the bouncing so frequent that Dakota could barely make out who the remaining survivors were, only catching fragments of Edward's roar torn apart by the wind: "Damn it, I'm not done with these beasts!!!"

In barely the time it took to speak those words, Sand Ghost consumed three more riders along with their Hippogriffs, closing in on Dakota in an instant...

George kept a firm grip on the reins while simultaneously watching behind, preventing Dakota from being thrown off.

But soon he heard the grinding sound of sand drawing closer, so near it seemed ready to swallow Dakota, pressing directly toward his back.

"Dakota!" George didn't even have time to shout the four words; he simply called out the name.

He felt the body behind him stiffen for a moment, and at that instant his hair nearly stood on end.

Whether it was due to the approach of death or something else, he could not say.

He could scarcely even think of danger, losing control and turning to look back.

From his vantage point, he could only see half of Dakota's body; Sand Ghost had already drawn close, apparently enveloping Dakota's form, with at least his right hand already engulfed in sand.

George's breath caught, seized by an indescribable sensation that consumed his entire mind.

In the next instant, his vision blurred; Sand Ghost suddenly materialized in midair, and in one swift movement launched an attack.

George felt a sharp pain at the back of his skull, and his vision went completely black.
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The North Jade Empire stood frozen in ice and snow nearly year round, bordered to the north by the endless Cessa Icefield and to the south by the treacherous Kela River. The capital city Fayling lay somewhat north of center, cold and arid, and even by May, one could see their breath crystallize into clouds in the open air.

Because there were several frozen veins beneath the city, the temperature underground was even lower than the surface, and considerably damper.

The North Jade Empire's most inhospitable dungeon was built precisely in such a place, adjacent to the frozen veins, fit for neither man nor beast.

Dakota sat cross legged in a remarkably comfortable posture upon the uneven ground, his back against the dungeon's frigid stone wall, his gaze lowered upon his own right hand.

Save for several air vents on the ceiling, each no larger than a fist, this dungeon offered no other connection to the outside world. The wall lamps in the corridor were few and far between, their flames barely flickering, as though clinging to the last breath of life.

Under this dim illumination, Dakota's right hand appeared all the more horrifying.

If it could still be called a hand at all.

Intact flesh and skin ceased abruptly at the wrist, beneath the bloody wound lay bone pale and bare, yet even the bone was incomplete. Half the metacarpal was missing, and of the finger bones, only two remained wholly intact. The rest looked worse than something a dog had gnawed upon.

Tsk, truly hideous.

Dakota gazed at it for a moment longer, then spoke with self mockery: Yet at least I have several bones remaining.

To think that merely minutes ago, I did not even have that dog gnawed half of the metacarpal.

From a crevice in the corner of the wall suddenly emerged a rat, so emaciated it was merely skin and bone. Its coarse fur brushed across Dakota's bleeding wound, a sensation both sour and exquisitely strange.

Dakota drew a silent breath, cast a glance at the rat, and flexed his finger bones with surprising dexterity, flicking it several steps away.

In the mere blink of an eye, his gnawed metacarpal appeared somewhat more complete, with the middle finger gaining two additional segments.

The scrawny rat let out a shriek, whether frightened by the sensation of the bone or by Dakota himself, it spun around and bolted, taking a wrong turn and colliding head first into George's muscular arm, tumbling twice before scrambling away in haste.

From this collision, light though it was, George's fingers twitched as he lay upon the ground. He furrowed his brow and opened his eyes.

He was momentarily disoriented. Squinting, he swept his gaze around before suddenly pushing himself up into a seated position.

"Hiss——" He pressed upon the wound at the back of his skull and drew a low breath, then raised his eyes to ask: "What accursed place is this?"

Dakota made a casual gesture with his left hand and said: "Quite apparent. A cell."

As for his rather unsightly right hand, he had concealed it in the shadow behind and to the side of his body, completely out of George's view.

Dakota pointed toward the mark carved beside the shackle's keyhole, then added: "Within the North Jade Empire's dungeon."

George's face darkened entirely: "Sand Ghost went to the trouble of capturing us, yet we end up imprisoned in the North Jade Empire's dungeon?"

This struck them as rather peculiar indeed, for the North Jade Empire was essentially Sand Ghost's subordinate, capable of intimidation but hardly of taking genuine action. More often it was the North Jade Empire that bustled about while Sand Ghost sat collecting profits.

From this perspective, it seemed as though they had shifted from complete subordinates to equal partners.

"Where there is cooperation, interests must be exchanged. Perhaps that ancient relic Dustin of the North Jade Empire has suddenly acquired some new leverage, such as discovering a peerless treasure or the like......" Dakota fiddled with the keyhole of the shackle, as though studying how to force it open.

"Speaking of interest exchange......" George furrowed his brow: "What exactly transpired with that Sand Ghost today? Whoever touches it dies—what manner of jest is this?! Mutation?"

Dakota replied offhandedly: "Perhaps this is precisely the result of the interest exchange."

George: "......"

"Please don't use that tone to discuss such horrifying speculation, thank you." Edward's voice drifted muffled from the adjacent room through that mouse hole, "Hearing this kind of conversation the moment I open my eyes—I think staying unconscious would be easier on the nerves."

"You're alive?" Dakota asked in surprise.

Edward: "......It's not as if I'm completely without value."

A rustling sound of fabric came from the next room. A moment later, Edward's voice shifted position, pressing against the wall, now much clearer: "Honestly, just one Sand Ghost like that has already killed so many of us. If there were more, what would be the point of fighting......"

Who the hell could stand against them?!

Never mind the Golden Lion Empire, North Jade Empire—the entire continent, every single race could be trampled beneath their feet.

"But they're still cooperating with the North Jade Empire," George said, "which means there's something off about this. Either their actual strength isn't as formidable as it appears, or there's something holding them back, something in the hands of the North Jade Empire or someone else."

Dakota was still fiddling with the ankle chain. After hearing this, he hummed in agreement.

Speaking of having something in hand......

George suddenly looked up at Dakota: "Where's your right hand?!"

Dakota: "......Your conversational transitions are a bit abrupt, aren't they?"

He dropped the chain and looked at George in confusion: "What's the matter? Why are you suddenly asking about my right hand?"

"Stop wasting words—" Seeing Dakota deflect, George's expression darkened. Without another word, he leaned forward and seized the right arm Dakota had been keeping behind his back.

"What's wrong with you, asking questions one moment and manhandling the next?!" Helpless at being dragged about, Dakota yielded and extended his right hand: "So what's the problem with my right hand?"

As the two of them scuffled, their position shifted. A thin ray of moonlight filtered through the wind opening overhead, falling directly upon Dakota's right hand.

His fingers were long and evenly proportioned. Despite years of wielding swords, there were no calluses. The tendons and bones in the back of his hand became pronounced with the slightest movement. Apart from being slightly thinner and paler than George's hand, there was nothing else amiss.

"Impossible......" George's expression became extraordinarily complicated in that instant—it was unclear whether relief or disbelief dominated more—"I clearly saw——"

"Saw what?" Dakota raised an eyebrow.

Saw your right hand engulfed in sand granules......

George opened his mouth, then swallowed the words back down. He furrowed his brow in hesitation. In such a tense situation, had he really seen clearly? Could it have merely been an angle problem?

Yet something still felt wrong......

But if the hand had truly been engulfed in sand, it should have ceased to exist long ago. How could it remain so perfectly intact, without even a wound......

George's mind churned with doubts, causing him to forget what he meant to say. He stared at that hand for a moment, then offered a rather disconnected comment: "Why is your hand so cold, like something from a ghost story?"

"......" Dakota: "Are you perhaps worrying a bit too much?"

George's expression remained impassive: "I think you might need to roll back to the academy and retake your etiquette course, particularly the lesson on how to speak to an emperor if you wish to live a bit longer."

Dakota laughed with utter nonchalance: "Too bad His Imperial Majesty is locked up in prison with me. Whether either of us walks out alive remains to be seen."

George: "......"

He stared into Dakota's eyes for a while, then suddenly released the bastard's right hand. He pulled out a round bone-carved pendant that hung against his neck underneath his clothes. Pressing a certain corner, there came a soft "click," and the pendant split in two. Inside was a hollow groove, and within it lay three black "little beetles."

"Letter Sand ......" Dakota said in surprise.

Their own leather pouches had either been lost or confiscated. He had never expected this one to still have something useful left to spare.

George pulled out a coin, crushed it to powder without a word, then spoke to Dakota in an unhurried manner: "The chances of getting out alive are probably a bit higher than you estimated, so now you can think carefully about going back to study etiquette."

Dakota: "......"

After speaking, he inspected himself methodically, checking every pocket and fold on his body, and even gave Dakota's clothes a thorough search. Finally, he felt a metal ring used as a clasp on Dakota's belt. He looked up at the thoroughly speechless Dakota and said: "Hold up your pants."

Dakota rolled his eyes: "......Holding this ring won't make my pants fall down, thanks for worrying."

George, without further ado, pulled off that thin metal ring, and twisted it by hand until it broke. He straightened it out a bit, then inserted it into the keyhole of the shackle and fiddled with it.

Dakota listened with a complicated expression as the lock clicked once and came loose.

"Young master in childhood, emperor when grown up, tell me where exactly you learned this skill?" Dakota said while working on his own lock: "Thank goodness the guards here don't like wandering around in the dungeon."

"But they definitely guard the exit," George said. He was about to probe at the cell door's lock when a sudden gust of wind swept down the corridor with a whooshing sound.

Both froze momentarily, and in a blink they pressed themselves against the wall, tilting their heads and silently feigning unconsciousness.
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Whether by remarkable synchronization or complete lack thereof, the two instinctively leaned in opposite directions at the same moment, one left and one right, ending up face to face. Truly, enemies do have a way of crossing paths.

Dakota: "......"

The dungeon was damp and cold. Dakota was still wearing the set of clothes George had forced upon him. Though it was slightly better than the tattered rags from before, it was absolutely useless for warmth. So when George asked "why are your hands so cold," it was rather stating the obvious. His hands were not the only cold part; his entire body was freezing.

Precisely because of the cold, when George's warm breath hit his skin, it became all the more distinctly noticeable.

So noticeable that goosebumps rose all over him.

Dakota clicked his tongue inwardly, thinking that he really could not tolerate anyone getting this close to him. It was too strange.

He could not help but furrow his brow and open one eye to look, only to see George with an equally complicated expression, half opening his eyes, looking as though he wanted to say something but had to hold it back, probably also feeling that this posture was rather awkwardly maintained.

As the wind in the corridor died down, footsteps rang out, some light and some heavy. More than one person was coming.

The noise from changing positions would be too great. Dakota could not risk it and had to maintain this awkward posture.

Who would have thought that even in such circumstances, George still recklessly opened his mouth.

Judging by this young emperor's scandalous history, when he became arrogant he seemed to have gall written all over him. It was entirely possible he might make some noise in a situation like this.
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