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EPIGRAPH

	"I am not afraid of an army of lions led by a sheep; I am afraid of an army of sheep led by a lion."

	— Alexander the Great
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CHAPTER 1

	 

	Winter had settled deep into the capital. A thin frost blanketed the western district, turning the once-notorious slum of the black market into a gilded entertainment haven for the upper class.

	Golden iron lanterns hung from stone buildings, casting warm light across the snow.
Inside, the clinking of silver goblets floated through the air. Men and women clad in furs and silks sipped spiced wine by the fireplace, dealt cards at velvet-lined tables, or danced slow court waltzes on polished cedar floors.

	Outside, Baron Bale Thorne stood nervously at the top of the stone steps, swaddled in a thick fox-fur coat, a fixed smile stretched across his face. He kept glancing down the street, rocking slightly on his heels. His gloved hands trembled—but not from the cold.
It was fear. Of one man.

	That man soon appeared.

	A man draped in a gray-white sable coat walked toward him at an unhurried pace. Snowflakes landed on his shoulders, only to slide off and vanish before they could melt. His steps were unhurried, deliberate—each one pounding on Bale’s nerves like a war drum.

	“Lord August…”
Bale nearly stumbled down the stairs in his rush to greet him, bowing so low he nearly lost balance.
His voice was reverent, almost breathless.

	August stopped at the base of the steps and gave a faint nod.
“How’s business?”

	“This past month, my lord, we’ve been full every night.”A respectful nod accompanied the words. 

	“Noble sons, merchants, even viscounts—everyone who’s anyone has come through those doors.”

	“Revenue’s rivaling the royal ballroom.”

	A slight pause, then softly: “Your vision is… extraordinary.”

	He spoke quickly, eyes carefully avoiding any glance that might be misread. One wrong word could mean disaster.

	August listened in silence for a beat.
Then, his tone unchanged, he said:
“Bring him out.”

	Bale’s smile faltered. His face went stiff.
“Y-yes, of course. Right this way, my lord.”

	They circled around the main hall to a narrow alleyway behind the building.
There, a rusted iron door creaked open. Several large men emerged from below, dragging up a disheveled nobleman.
The man’s robes were expensive once, now torn and filthy.
His hair hung in greasy clumps, eyes vacant, lips cracked and white. He reeked of wine and vomit.

	“Tell his family,” August said coolly, “he’s been summoned south by court order. Important affairs. Won’t be returning home for a while.”

	Bale nodded quickly, lowering his voice. “Understood. I’ll pass it on exactly.”

	August returned the nod and stepped into the waiting carriage.
The men wordlessly hoisted the noble into the back with practiced ease.

	A flick of the reins, a crack of the whip—
The carriage rolled over the snowy street and vanished into the night.

	Back inside the hall, a young attendant whispered from the corner of the lobby, eyes lingering on the doorway.
“Who was that they just dragged out?”

	An older man leaning against a pillar answered without looking up:
“Some washed-up lord with a borrowed title. Collapsed mid-game last night foaming at the mouth.”

	He paused, then added in a low voice,
“Fourth one this month. No one knows what’s got into them.”

	He dusted his sleeve, turned, and disappeared into the inner rooms.
The others said nothing. They returned to their posts like nothing had happened.

	The scent of wine and perfume once again masked the scent of rot.

	 

	 

	Black Bay—

	The carriage rolled to a halt on the outskirts of Black Bay, stopping before a crumbling estate nestled three leagues from the Falcon’s Tavern.

	Fog clung low to the ground.
Dead trees leaned at crooked angles outside the stone wall, their branches weighed down by unmelted snow.
The house loomed, silent and forgotten.

	Several burly men stood waiting at the gate.
As soon as the carriage arrived, they stepped forward and efficiently unloaded the sweating, trembling man from the back.
August said nothing—he simply brushed the snow off his shoulders and stepped into the abandoned manor.

	Inside, the air was damp and cold.
The walls were cracked with age, floorboards groaning with every step.
They moved down a narrow stone stairway, into the cellar where the air reeked of mold and herbs.
In the corner stood several beds, three already occupied by unconscious men.
All wore noble garments in varying states of decay, their eyes vacant, their faces pale.

	“Put him there,” August said quietly.

	The man was laid onto an empty bed.
Moments later, an old apothecary in a tattered leather robe shuffled in.
Exhaustion lined his face, but his eyes were sharp—clearly, a physician accustomed to battlefield triage.
He checked the patient’s eyelids and tongue, sniffed his breath, then turned to August and spoke in a hushed voice:

	“Poisoned. Same as the others. Low dosage, identical symptoms.”

	August’s brow tightened, but he simply nodded.
“Take care of them.”

	Before the healer could respond, August had already turned and was walking away, his boots echoing softly up the stone steps.

	Back in the cellar, the caregivers continued their quiet work.
One of them muttered under his breath,
“All of them collapsed in the club… Last night’s case, poor bastard went stiff right in the middle of the ballroom. Scared the life out of a viscountess—thought she was having a fit.”

	Another frowned. “Baron Bale hushed it up quick, but if word gets out…”
“Yeah,” someone else added, “no nobles’ll dare show their faces here again…”

	The room fell back into a hush, the only sound the slow breath of unconscious men.

	 

	 

	By the time August returned to the Falcon’s Tavern, dusk had fallen.
The hanging oil lantern outside flickered in the wind, casting the golden outline of a metal hawk against the wall.

	The tavern no longer resembled its humble beginnings.

	The autumn expansion had tripled its size. The layout was clean and organized—spacious upper and lower floors, clear partitioning, and a crowd that was lively without descending into chaos.

	The old basement had been repurposed into a wine cellar. The brewery now stood in a newly built brick house next door.

	It smelled rich with yeast and spice, and entry was tightly controlled.

	The entire brewing process was divided across separate teams—no one person had access to all of it.

	The master recipe, of course, remained with Old John, the original brewmaster of the Falcon’s Tavern. Loyal, discreet, and brilliant, he was the only one trusted with its heart.

	August said nothing upon entering. He walked through the bustling main hall without so much as a glance, heading straight for the kitchen.

	There, he grabbed a slice of hot meat pie and had just taken a bite when a familiar voice reached him.
“How bad?”
Grace stood casually against the doorframe, arms crossed, her tone sharp and direct.

	August answered without looking up.
“Same signs. Poisoning, identical symptoms. Still unconscious. Can’t question them yet.”

	His voice was calm, but the shadow between his brows remained.

	Just then, Eileen stepped in through the side door carrying a tray of drinks.
Once a killer from the Emberveil League, now she wore the tavern’s uniform with practiced ease.

	She moved with a grace that no longer screamed danger, but discipline—a woman who had learned the rhythm of civilian life.

	She looked at August, gave him a slight nod, then slipped back out without a word.

	On the kitchen wall, a large wooden sign hung in plain view.
The letters were scrawled in red paint:

	“Harass the waitresses, suffer the consequences.”

	Below the words hung a cracked tankard and a bent dagger—
silent, battered testaments to the rule.

	No one questioned its seriousness.

	 

	Three months ago, on a lively evening, the Falcon’s Tavern was packed to the brim.
Laughter and the scent of spiced ale filled the air, a vibrant chorus of clinking mugs and rowdy songs.

	That night marked Eileen’s first shift in uniform.
Her movements were a touch stiff, but she was hard to miss—composed, striking, and out of place in the best way.

	In one corner sat four burly sailors, weathered from sea and storm, shirts open to the chest and blades hanging at their waists.
The moment she passed by, their eyes locked on her like wolves spotting prey.

	“Well now—look at this beauty! This tavern’s getting better by the night!”

	“Hey sweetheart, how about coming aboard with me tonight, huh? I’ll let you run the ship!”

	Their mugs banged against the table in rhythm—
a crude, drunken summoning.

	Behind the bar, Grace stiffened, frowning.
But August placed a hand gently on her arm, shaking his head with a relaxed smile.

	“Let her handle it.”

	Eileen didn’t flinch.
Expression blank, she continued with her tray, not sparing them a glance.

	Then—just as she turned her back—
Swish!
One of the sailors lunged, hand shooting toward her rear.

	“Crack!”

	In a flash, she twisted around.
One hand seized his wrist, the other pivoted his elbow backward.
She swept his leg from under him—
Thud!
He hit the ground screaming.

	“How dare you bitch—!”
“Kill her! Get her!”

	Chairs crashed back, drinks spilled across the table.
Tension snapped like dry rope.

	Eileen didn’t respond.
She took a small step back, lowered her center of gravity.
Her stance tightened.
Her eyes were ice.

	The leader roared and lunged like a beast.

	In one fluid motion—
Smash!
The serving tray slammed into his face.
Then came the knee to the ribs, elbow to the jaw, shoulder to the chest—
Crash!
He flew backward, knocking two of his crewmates over with him.

	Another sailor bellowed, drawing his knife with a metallic shing! and charged straight at her.

	“You’re dead, you little—!” Steel flashed. Gasps caught in every throat.

	Eileen pivoted. Her boot snapped into his wrist—
Clang! The blade flew from his hand. Before it hit the floor, she’d already snatched it mid-air, spun it, and pressed the tip right up to his throat.

	He froze. Cold sweat ran down his temples.
The tavern went dead silent.

	Then August finally stepped forward, voice unhurried as ever:

	“Gentlemen,” he said, “this is a tavern. Not a brothel. If you're feeling lonely—there are places better suited for your needs.”

	He paused, eyes drifting over the humiliated sailors.

	“You’re welcome to return anytime… but tonight’s damages? You’ll be paying for those.”

	The men, faces burning with rage and shame, fumbled out a pouch of silver and dropped it on the table.
Without a word, they turned and stormed out.

	The silence held for a heartbeat— then the room erupted.

	“Gods, did you see that?!”
“Where’d the boss hire her? I want one too!”
“She’s faster than the bouncers!”

	The crowd cheered, applauded, roared approval. The air buzzed with adrenaline and admiration.

	Eileen stood stunned for a moment. Then, cheeks tinged pink, she quickly lowered her gaze and retreated into the kitchen.

	August calmly gestured for the staff to clean up the spilled drinks and shattered mugs.
He strolled back to the bar with an easy gait.

	Grace stared at him, eyes wide. “She’s that fast?”

	“Looks like we need to update the sign.” August chuckled.

	From that night on, word spread through all of Black Bay—
The Falcon’s Tavern had gained a new waitress. And she could fight like hell.

	That hand-painted wooden board—
“Harass the waitresses, suffer the consequences”
—was hung up the very next day.

	And the broken mug and bent dagger nailed beneath it?
They were never removed.

	 

	 

	Early the next morning, August strode steadily through the snowy alley behind the Falcon’s Tavern, each step leaving clear prints in the white crust. He stopped before the old warehouse beside the brewhouse—a building once abandoned, choked with broken crates and spiderwebs.

	After the brewery’s expansion, August had bought it outright. Now, its top floor served as staff quarters, while the lower level had been gutted and transformed into a wide training ground.

	Rough training gear—most hand-built by August himself—lined the space:
stone benches for lifting, heavy ropes for climbing, iron bars for pull-ups, crates for jumps, sandbags for weighted carries. The ground was covered in thick straw mats.
 

	At the center stood a sparring ring framed with wooden rails, and weapon racks flanked the walls, neatly holding practice swords and wooden daggers.

	But the true heart of the operation lay beneath.

	Down a narrow stone stairwell, the air turned damp and stale.
This cellar, once a mere storeroom for aging barrels, had been redesigned—on Eileen’s advice—into a secret training room for assassination and stealth.

	Throwing knives and archery targets lined the walls.
A narrow pool carved into the floor allowed underwater breathing drills and silent kill practice.
In the far corner, rudimentary contraptions tested reflexes: spring-loaded arms, loose stones rigged to drop at random.
Crude—but lethal in intent.

	Just as August stepped inside—

	“Whish!”

	A knife sliced through the air toward him.

	He tilted his head.
Thunk!
It struck the wall behind him, dropping with a dull clink.

	“Your reflexes are getting better,” Eileen said coolly, leaning against a stone pillar, a smirk tugging at her lips.

	August bent to pick up the blade, flicked it in his fingers—then launched it right back.

	Eileen tilted her head—whip!—the blade brushed past her cheek and buried itself dead center in the target behind her.

	“Still haven’t given up your little training habit,” he said with a grin.

	“You’re one to talk.” She pushed off the pillar, her voice soft but sharp. “For someone planning to take on that lunatic Katherine, you’ve trained every single day for three months straight.”

	August let out a dramatic sigh. “Can’t rely on women to keep saving my life forever, can I? What if one day the Emberveil ladies get tired of roasting pigs and decide to roast me instead?”

	“You’d die,” she said flatly, rolling her eyes. “And you’d deserve it.”

	He only laughed, grabbing a wooden longsword from the rack.
She unsheathed a short training blade in response.
Their eyes locked.

	Then—they moved.

	No words.
Just the whisper of cloth, the slap of feet on straw, the crack of wooden blades.

	The match stretched on.
Sweat mixed with the damp cellar air.
Eileen’s soaked bangs clung to her cheek; her breathing steady but fast.
August’s shirt clung to his back, soaked through, yet his footwork stayed precise, his grip tight.

	Then—

	A slip.

	Eileen lunged, driving a sharp kick straight into his gut.

	“Oof—” He hit the floor, rolling into the far wall with a grunt.

	“Okay, okay, time out,” he gasped, waving one hand from where he slumped, legs sprawled.

	She wiped her brow, breathing deep, and sank down across from him.

	“Your northern boys aren’t back yet?” she asked, casually checking a scrape on her wrist.

	August leaned his head back against the stone, eyes tracing the ceiling above.

	“Not yet,” he said quietly. “Latest word from the merchants says the mountains are buried in snow. No way through. If that holds… might be spring before they return.”

	His voice carried a calm weight, tinged with concern.

	The room fell silent again, save for their breaths echoing against the damp stone.

	 

	 

	Far in the north eastern wilderness—Heryon Village.

	Snow fell in dense, sweeping veils, turning the sky and earth into one endless sheet of white. The wind howled like a beast, but in the heart of the village, laughter and the clink of mugs rose warmly from between the timbered huts.

	Around a firepit, a group of men sat drinking—Karl, Håkon, Ivar, Erik, Áki, Gustav, Thorfinn, and Gunnar. The flames cast rugged shadows across their weathered faces, drawing out the lines of age and battle.

	Erik shook the snow from his shoulders and sighed.
“This year’s snow’s too thick. We won’t be heading south ‘til spring, like it or not.”

	Ivar nodded.
“Indeed. We’ve got a hundred or so with us, but too many brought wives and children. No way we’re pushing through that mountain trail in this storm.”

	Áki frowned.
“I thought more would come with us. Didn’t expect only a hundred. Feels... light.”

	Karl took a drink before speaking, voice calm.
“It’s fine. The ones who came are already enough. Not everyone’s willing to leave their land and live another man’s war. Those who stayed behind... have their reasons. Let them.”

	Thorfinn scratched his beard.
“Wonder how the boss is doing. The tavern... probably finished by now, yeah?”

	At that, all eyes turned instinctively to the window.
The wind still screamed. The white still fell.

	Then—BANG.

	The door slammed open.
A young man staggered in, tall but still green around the eyes. His face was pale with panic, breath tearing in and out of his lungs.

	“Trouble—big trouble!”

	Everyone turned. Karl stood up, his voice sharp.
“Vigmar. What happened?”

	Vigmar dropped to his knees, nearly collapsing on the floor.
He gasped, barely able to form words. “I—we went to Black Swan Lake. Just five of us, out hunting rabbits. Then... then they came. Barbarians. A full warband.”

	His voice cracked. Fear clung to him like frost.
“They charged the moment they saw us. We didn’t even try to fight—we just ran. But the others… they didn’t make it. Got caught. Alive. Maybe.”

	He collapsed onto the floor, still panting.

	Silence fell like a blade. The room went cold—not from the wind, but the weight of what had just been said.

	“Shit,” Áki muttered, knuckles white around his mug.

	Karl’s eyes narrowed.
“Black Swan Lake’s just twenty leagues out. When the hell did they push in this deep?”

	“Bastards!” Håkon roared, already throwing on his thick wolf-fur cloak. His eyes blazed crimson.
“I’m going now. I’ll gut every last one of them and bring our boys home!”

	“I’m with you!”
Thorfinn tore a round shield off the wall, his whole frame surging like a bull before the charge.

	The room erupted into motion.
Men grabbed swords, strapped on leather, slung axes across their backs.
The warmth of the fire gave way to the burn of fury.

	Karl raised a hand, voice iron-steady.
“Håkon, Thorfinn—you’re with me. Vigmar—go. Warn the villagers. Barbarians may be coming. Get them ready.”

	Still dazed, Vigmar nodded and sprinted out the door.

	“Gustav!” Karl barked.
“Gather every man who can hold steel. Form the defenses—just like we drilled!”

	“On it!” Gustav replied, already halfway out, boots pounding the wood.

	“Roggar—” Karl’s eyes snapped toward the far corner.
“Call the archers.”

	“Already moving,” came the curt reply.

	In the snow-choked dark, Roggar moved like a ghost. Within moments, two dozen bowmen stood ready, leather-armored, longbows strung, eyes sharp as knives.

	Karl scanned the group, then drew his sword with a cold hiss of steel.

	“Move out.”

	They surged forward into the blizzard, blades drawn, eyes forward, breath like smoke.

	Only their footprints remained—deep, deliberate tracks stretching toward Black Swan Lake, and whatever death awaited them there.

	 

	As the warband reached a hollow beneath the forest ridge, Karl suddenly raised his hand—fist clenched.
The signal to stop.

	Everyone dropped low, crouching into the snow like shadows. From ahead, faint voices and flickering firelight seeped through the trees.

	They crept forward silently until they reached the edge of the slope.

	Below—
A band of barbarians lounged around a firepit, roasting rabbits, gnawing at the meat with greasy fingers. Four Heryon youths lay bound nearby, bruised and bloodied. Two had already slipped into unconsciousness. Another coughed blood from the corner of his mouth, his gaze hollow and unfocused.

	One of the barbarians, his face inked with savage tattoos, chuckled.
“These ones ain’t bad. We’ll haul ‘em back, sell ‘em off as slaves.”

	Another let out a coarse laugh, tearing into his meat.
“Bah! I say we beat the village location out of them, march in by dawn, and loot the whole fucking place!”

	“Yeah! And this time, don’t let the women get away—”
The third spat bones into the fire, grinning wide.
“Been too long since I’ve had a proper woman beneath me!”

	Laughter erupted.
Crude. Loud. Carried on the wind like a drumbeat of filth.

	“Hahahahaha—!”

	But before it could echo far, Karl’s eyes flashed with cold fury.
He raised one hand again. This time—two fingers sliced forward like a blade.

	Roggar and the archers instantly drew, bows taut like wolf sinew.
A breath passed.

	Then—Karl dropped his hand.

	“Loose!”

	Thwip. Thwip. THWIP!

	Arrows screamed through the night, a line of death black against the firelight.
They struck like lightning—barbarians crumpled before they could even scream, blood spilling onto the snow.

	“RAHHHH—!” Karl’s roar shattered the stillness.
Steel drawn, he stormed from the trees like a blizzard made flesh.

	Håkon charged beside him, great axe raised.
The first barbarian to meet him died with his skull caved in, brains spraying across the firepit like boiling stew.

	Thorfinn rammed his shield into the next one, sending him flying, then spun with a roar—his shield smashed two more into the dirt, snow turning crimson.

	Ivar darted through the chaos, twin blades flashing like silver lightning. He slit throats left and right, leaving steaming corpses in his wake.

	Gunnar bellowed like a wild bull, his iron flail crashing down into a barbarian’s chest with a wet, meaty CRACK. Ribs shattered. The man folded.

	“HERYON!” Karl’s voice rang like steel.
“KILL THEM ALL!”

	The glade turned to carnage. Blood steamed on snow. Steel met bone.
The howls of the wounded and dying echoed through the trees.

	But then—
From beyond the ridge, came horns. Low. Deep. Multiplying.

	The air changed.

	From the shadowed woods, more barbarians erupted like a tide—dozens, then scores, clad in ragged leather and bone. They charged with guttural war cries, eyes blazing, mouths frothing.

	At their head—
A chieftain emerged, bare-chested, muscles coiled like rope. His face was daubed in ochre paint, eyes wide with bloodlust.

	He swung a massive greataxe overhead and let out a thunderous roar:

	“KILL THEM ALL!!”

	The second wave had begun. The snowfield turned into war.

	The barbarians charged like beasts loosed from chains.
Battle erupted in a blinding instant—steel clashing, war cries ripping the air, and screams drowned in blood.

	Ivar met them head-on, spinning into a brutal arc—swish! crack!—both of his blades slashed low, severing tendons from two warriors' legs. They toppled, screaming, blood spraying in ribbons across the snow.

	Áki twisted under an incoming axe, drew his short sword in a flash, and drove it clean through his attacker’s chest—straight into the heart. The barbarian’s face froze in pain, then collapsed without a sound.

	Karl’s eyes locked on the chieftain amid the chaos. That was the one. The butcher leading them.

	His breath sharpened.
Then—he moved.

	A blur of black and silver. His cloak tore through the wind like a predator’s wings, and his eyes gleamed with deadly intent.

	One barbarian roared and swung a massive blade at him—

	Karl dropped low, knees crashing into the snow, sliding forward like a missile.
Swshhh—!

	Only a flicker of his silhouette remained as he streaked beneath the enemy’s guard.

	“Shnk—Splrch!!”

	His longsword swept upward with surgical precision, splitting the man’s gut open from hip to chest. Viscera spilled onto the ground in a steaming mess, the barbarian barely managing a strangled grunt before he dropped twitching.

	Karl rose like a specter.
And then—the final blow.

	With both hands gripping the hilt, he brought down Reik’s forge-made sword in a cleaving arc.

	“CLANG—”

	The chieftain’s heavy cleaver shattered under the divine steel.

	The sword didn't stop.

	“THWACK!!”

	The blade cleaved straight through the barbarian’s skull, splitting it from the brow down. Blood and brain matter fountained up like a geyser. The chief's eyes were still wide in shock as his body crashed backward into the snow, twitching once—then still.

	For a heartbeat—
Silence.

	Steam rose from fresh blood. Snowflakes melted in the heat of death.
And Karl stood over the corpse, sword lowered, breath heavy, presence immense—like a mountain born from vengeance.

	The barbarians saw the body of their leader—and their courage shattered.

	They broke.
Retreating. Stumbling. Screaming.

	The tide had turned.

	 

	 

	White snow still blanketed the forest, now soaked with fresh crimson.

	Roggar and his archers loosed volley after volley, arrows thudding into backs of those who fled.

	Håkon and Ivar pursued the stragglers to the treeline, cutting them down until the last of the enemy vanished into the woods.

	Karl returned to the captives—
He knelt beside the Heryon youths, cutting their bindings with care. Pale-faced, half-conscious, the boys barely registered his presence. The others helped lift them, steadying their limbs as they began the long trek home.

	On the way back, Håkon let out a loud laugh.:“Damn, that felt good!”

	Thorfinn grinned, slapping his shield, “Those bastards thought they could raid our land? Not anymore!”

	Laughter echoed across the snow.

	But Karl didn’t laugh. He walked in silence, brow furrowed, eyes dark.

	Erik noticed. “Karl? What’s wrong?”

	Karl’s voice was low.
“This isn’t normal. Why raid now, in midwinter?”

	The others fell silent.

	“You think they’re starving?” asked Gunnar.

	Karl nodded. “This year’s snow came early, heavier than usual. If their livestock froze or starved, they’d have no food. No choice but to raid.”

	Roggar frowned. “Then… what do we do?”

	Håkon shrugged. “Let ‘em come again. We’ll gut ‘em all.”

	Thorfinn barked, “Exactly. Bring it on!”

	But Karl shook his head.
“No.”

	He turned to them, his voice harder than steel.
“Heryon is just a village. We have no walls, no real army. This isn’t a fortress—it’s our home.”

	He paused.

	“If they come again, in small bands, we can manage. But what if it’s not a scouting party next time? What if the whole tribe marches south—hundreds strong?”

	He looked each of them in the eyes.

	“Then it won’t be a battle. It’ll be a massacre. We can’t take that risk.”

	Håkon’s grin faded.

	“They were nearly wiped out a few tribes years ago… how the hell are they growing again?”

	Karl stared into the snowy distance, voice cold.
“Because they’ve been raiding smaller nations ever since—stealing grain, gold… and women.”

	He tightened his grip on his sword.

	“Their next generation is already here. Bigger. Stronger. Bred for war.”

	Thorfinn spat into the snow. “Fucking animals.”

	No one spoke after that.

	The sun dipped low, casting the snowfield in hues of blood and ash.
The warriors walked home in silence, dragging their boots through crimson slush.
In the wind behind them, faint echoes stirred—like drums still beating, far beyond the trees.

	 

	The storm had briefly eased by afternoon, Karl was drilling a group of young men, correcting their shield wall formation with sharp gestures and quiet commands.

	Then— Thud Thud Thud…

	A single rider burst into view from the snowy horizon, the horse kicking up slush and snow as it galloped full speed toward the village gate.

	"Make way!" the scout shouted before he'd even dismounted.

	Boots slammed into the ground. Snow flew.
He staggered forward, face flushed from wind and alarm. His voice cut through the din of training like an arrow:

	"Bad news! Serious trouble!"

	Training halted at once. All eyes turned.
The village elder stepped forward, brows drawn tight.
“What happened?”

	The scout was panting, his face streaked with frost and urgency.
“News from the east—Ostria's border was raided by barbarians. Several towns and villages have already been sacked. The local garrisons were caught off guard. A number of outposts... have fallen.”

	A murmur rippled through the crowd like a cold gust. The elder narrowed his eyes. “Is it a scattered raid… or the start of a war?”

	The scout shook his head. “No one knows for sure. But the barbarians are crossing the ice plains in waves. Eastern and northeastern border nations have both been hit. Granaries and pastures—pillaged. Trade routes—cut off. Armies are being shifted to respond, but many roads are already lost. Panic is spreading.”

	Karl said nothing at first. His gaze darkened. The weight in his eyes made the others turn toward him, instinctively. The words he’d spoken days ago—warnings—were now unfolding step by step.

	He finally spoke, voice quiet but cold as steel, “They’re starving. This is just a probing move.”
He glanced toward the far-off horizon, where the grey skies pressed heavy.
“Once spring comes… it won’t be this simple anymore.”

	Ivar’s grip tightened on his axe. Roggar’s face was grim.
Thorfinn spat into the snow. “Those bastards… really won’t give us peace.”

	The wind howled once more. The faces in the training yard turned pale, solemn.

	The peace that had once wrapped around their little village— was now being peeled back, strip by strip, in the storm.

	There were low murmurs, men exchanging glances, some shaking their heads in disbelief.

	All eyes turned to Karl, as if the stillness itself demanded his decision.

	Above them, the wind screamed on. And  in that wind, somewhere beyond the forest and snow— a far greater storm was coming.

	As the storm momentarily eased, the shadow of the news still hung over the villagers like a thick frost.
Karl stood in the center of the snowy square, his breath misting in the cold air. His voice was low but unwavering.

	“Ostria is a vast nation—nearly ten thousand strong in arms. Even if the barbarians come in force, they won’t topple it overnight. And between Avengard and Ostria lies Dornvale. That valley will serve as a buffer, at least for now.”

	A few heads nodded. A faint sigh of relief passed through the crowd.

	But Karl did not stop. His gaze turned northward, toward the tree line half-buried in snow, and his voice deepened:

	“Barbarian tribes have always been fractured. They fight each other more than anyone else. That’s their nature. But—if someone’s managed to unite them... then this storm will be far worse than we imagined.”

	Silence followed.
Only the wind and the soft patter of falling snow filled the stillness.

	Karl exhaled, then turned to the elder and the rest.

	“We start preparations now. Full mobilization. I propose we begin fortifications immediately—palisades, towers, defensive walls. Whatever we can build, we build.”

	The elder snapped out of his daze and shouted, “I’ll see to the men. We’ll fell timber first—then divide into work groups. We’ll ring the whole village!”

	“I’m in!” Håkon hefted his axe. “If we’re going to fight, we’ll damn well need walls that can hold!”

	“Right! This is our land—we hold it, or no one will!” Thorfinn bellowed beside him.

	Nearby, Áki watched as the village erupted into movement—men hauling logs, tools clanking in the cold—and muttered with a wry smile, “Well, looks like our trip south is delayed again.”

	Thorfinn glanced at Karl, then asked, “Should we let August know? If this turns into something bigger, he ought to be ready.”

	Karl was quiet for a long breath, eyes still fixed on the distant treeline.

	“He’s got his hands full. A business to run. New ventures, new responsibilities. If we call him back now, we’ll only divide his focus—and worse, make it look like Heryon can’t stand on its own.”

	Ivar nodded. “He’s our leader, yes. But this is our home. It’s not his job to carry everything for us.”

	“That’s right.”

	“If we can bear the weight—we bear it ourselves.”

	In the biting wind, those figures moved with growing resolve.
The sound of logs hitting earth, of saws biting into wood, of men shouting across the worksite—it all began to stitch together the bones of a future stronghold.

	A bastion not just against the snow—

	But against the storm they could no longer pretend wasn’t coming.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	Early morning. The snow had eased, just slightly.
Wrapped in a thick sable cloak, August stepped into a courier lodge in the northern quarter of the capital. Though winter gripped the city in its icy jaws, the lodge was warm and bustling—packed with merchants and travelers, the crackling hearth spilling golden light across the floor.

	This place had once been an abandoned wing of a noble's estate, left to rot in disuse. August had persuaded Baron Coles—rather forcefully—to convert it into a courier lodge.
The reason was simple: this was the key intersection for all northbound trade. Every merchant coming in from the frozen frontier passed through here. That meant news. That meant whispers. That meant control.

	August entered without wasting a second and moved straight to the counter.

	Behind it, Marianne looked up immediately. She stepped forward with the practiced grace of someone who knew her place—and the man she was dealing with.

	“Good morning, sir.”

	August gave her a short nod, his eyes already scanning the crowd.

	“Any news from the North?”

	His gaze swept past the clamor of the lodge, then back to Marianne.
Once, she had been the beloved confidante of the late Count Dain. After his death, her position had become precarious—alone, managing a high-end fashion boutique in the south quarter. August, wary of leaving her exposed, had offered her a safer post here instead. In this place, she had guards, income, and more importantly—purpose. It had also been his last promise to Dain.

	Marianne hadn’t disappointed. The books were clean, the staff obedient, and the building ran like a well-oiled machine. She had a head for structure and a spine stronger than most nobles.

	“There were a few merchants from the North talking over tea yesterday,” she said quietly. “They mentioned some villages up there being raided by roaming barbarian tribes. The attacks seemed sporadic—like they were testing routes. And…”

	She hesitated.

	“...Similar reports are trickling in from the East and Northeast. Several border garrisons couldn’t even react in time.”

	August’s eyes darkened. A glint of sharp steel flickered behind them.

	“So Karl and the others won’t be back anytime soon,” he muttered under his breath.

	Heryon was a remote place even in fair weather. With the mountain passes buried in snow—and now raiders crawling over the land—travel was near impossible.

	“They won’t abandon the villagers,” he added, voice low and certain.

	Just then, his thoughts were cut short by a loud, grumbling voice from nearby.

	“You heard what they said? Whole regions up northeast are falling into chaos…”
The speaker, a rotund merchant wrapped in thick fur, waved his hand dramatically.

	“Ugh, it’s useless,” his tall, balding companion replied while packing up his satchels. “Even if the profits are good, who’s crazy enough to die for them? What if some barbarian cleaves your head open on the trail?”

	August’s interest sparked. He stepped forward casually, smiling.

	“Forgive me. Did I hear you mention trouble in the North?”

	Both merchants jumped at the sudden interruption. When they turned and saw a man of striking poise and refined tone—not someone they recognized, but clearly not a commoner—they exchanged glances. The fat one frowned.

	“Uh… who are you, exactly?”

	“Just a businessman,” August said with a smooth, disarming smile. “One who values information.”

	The tall one, slightly more relaxed at the mention of business, leaned forward eagerly.

	“Right, so—yesterday at the market, we ran into a few leather traders from Ostria’s borderlands. They said raiders keep hitting the outlying villages. Even some of the trade routes are cut off.”

	The fat one nodded. “Yeah, and it’s not just livestock—they’re after supplies. In this weather? They’re desperate. No one’s gonna risk doing business in a war zone!”

	Another merchant entered behind them, cloaked in the southern style, flanked by two well-dressed attendants. He spoke in a hushed voice, anxiety written across his face:

	“The mines in the north and east—iron and copper, especially near Avenn Empire, Ostria and Dornvale—they’re abandoned. Those used to be cash cows for some noble families. Now the miners have all fled, and the trade caravans won’t go near the place. A few convoys even went missing last week…”

	A grey-bearded man beside him added with a sigh:
“No one’s taking contracts anymore. Not even for triple pay. Doesn’t matter what the lords offer—no sane man’s marching over frozen tundra to get his throat cut.”

	The group exchanged uneasy glances, then hurried off, as if afraid that standing still too long would bring the barbarians right through the walls.

	August remained where he was. His eyes sharpened the moment he heard the words “iron” and “copper.”
That’s it.
His mind clicked.
Something slid into place.

	A slow, knowing smile curved on his lips.

	He turned toward Marianne, propping one arm on the counter.

	“Well. Seems even the earth’s coins aren’t safe anymore. These barbarians intend to plunder their way straight to our doorstep, eh?”

	Marianne frowned slightly. “Should I notify the people at Heryon?”

	August fell silent for a moment, then shook his head.

	“No need. They’ve surely sensed it by now. Karl’s not the type to get caught off guard.”
His tone dipped. “The real concern… is here. We need to make sure this lodge doesn’t collapse when the flood of rumors turns into a tidal wave.”

	He was already calculating. If the mines were shutting down, then the northern trade flow would seize up—transport routes, supply chains. That meant everything could be affected: wine barrels, metal fastenings, even the ink on the bottle labels.

	Still…

	He smiled again—wider this time, dark amusement in his voice.

	Chaos always brings opportunity.

	 

	Night had fallen. The hearth in the tavern was burning low.
With the doors shut tight, the streets beyond lay silent, swept clean by howling winds. Snow coated the town in a thick, white hush, as if even time itself had frozen solid.
A few distant dogs barked into the night—sharp, lonely sounds that made the stillness feel even more absolute.

	Then came a sudden cry, slicing through the silence like a blade.
“Hey! Someone—help! There’s—someone here!”

	It was young Tucker’s voice, shouting from the back courtyard. Panic. Fear.

	August's expression hardened instantly. He bolted to his feet.
Beside him, Eileen and Grace flinched, then moved in sync—chasing after him toward the back.

	The moment they pushed through the rear door, a blast of freezing air knifed across their faces, forcing their eyes to squint against the cold.

	The courtyard was buried under thick snow, and beneath the dim firelight of a torch, they saw it:

	A figure collapsed in the drift.

	She wore tight black clothing, her frame frail and covered in blood and frost. A deep gash ran down her left arm, still oozing beneath the crust of crimson ice. Her skin was deathly pale—almost translucent.

	It looked as if someone had torn her straight from the battlefield and thrown her into the quiet alley of the night.

	Eileen froze. Her eyes widened in shock, then she lurched forward, kneeling hard in the snow and clutching the girl’s bloodied form with shaking hands.

	“Giselle?! What—what are you doing here? Can you hear me?! Say something—!”

	The girl stirred faintly. Her lips were drained of color, her breath thin and fleeting.

	“Ei...leen...sister... I...”
Her voice barely escaped her throat before her eyes rolled back, and she collapsed fully into Eileen’s arms.

	Grace gasped and clutched August’s sleeve, her fingers tightening without realizing.

	August stood still in the snow, expression unreadable, but his eyes darkened with memory.
He recognized her—this was the same girl who’d once dragged Eileen, half-dead, through that blizzard to the tavern’s doorstep. A killer from the Emberveil League. Young, yes—but with a deadly light behind her eyes and a step like shadow.

	Now she lay crumpled in the snow, like a dagger with its blade snapped in two.

	Eileen quickly checked her pulse, then pressed her ear to the girl’s mouth.
A moment passed. Then she exhaled, relief flooding her voice.

	“She’s not dying. Just burned out. Pulse is there—barely. Help me get her inside, now.”

	Grace nodded, and the two of them moved carefully but quickly, carrying Giselle inside and laying her on a bed in one of the spare rooms. Eileen vanished inside with bandages and salves, setting to work.

	The others knew better than to follow. They stepped away, quietly leaving the room.

	August remained outside the door for a second longer, then slowly reached down and locked the mechanism on his wristbow. Calm fingers, precise movements. But there was tension in the way his jaw clenched.

	He scanned the empty tavern with narrowed eyes.
Then, without a word, he unsheathed his shortblade and began moving silently down the hallway.

	He checked every window, every dark corner, every door left ajar. The hunter’s instinct had kicked in—quiet, sharp, cold.

	But his mind kept circling one maddening name.

	…Her? That damned lunatic… Katherine.

	Could she be here already? Hiding in the snowdrifts? Waiting in the dark?

	The thought left a chill crawling up his spine.

	He looped through the back, then up to the second floor. Opened a storage room. Peered behind barrels. Like a hound catching the scent of something it couldn’t quite see, he kept searching, ears pricked for anything the wind might whisper.

	Nothing.

	Only the creak of rafters and the whistle of wind slipping through beams.
Mocking. Empty.

	At last, he sheathed his blade and returned to the main hall.
The embers in the hearth blinked faintly. Shadows swayed on the walls, long and slow.

	He stood near the door for a moment longer, brow still furrowed.

	This is my first damned winter on this planet? Isekai? Whatever, he muttered to himself.
And it’s already gone to shit.

	Then he turned and shut the heavy wooden door, sealing the wind and the snow back outside.

	 

	 

	The snow hadn’t melted yet by morning. Frost still blanketed the streets, and silence clung to every rooftop like a shroud.

	“She’s awake!”

	Eileen’s voice rang out from upstairs, slicing through the cold quiet like a blade.

	August stiffened, then strode up the stairs without hesitation. Grace followed close behind, balancing a steaming bowl of porridge with practiced care.

	As the door swung open, the scent of dried herbs and blood still lingered in the air. On the bed, Giselle’s face was deathly pale, her lips barely parting.

	She trembled as she tried to push herself up, her voice weak and frantic.

	“We… we can’t stay here… We have to go… now… We need to save them…”

	Eileen caught her immediately, her brows knitting tight. “Don’t move. Sit down. You need to eat something first—then tell us what happened.”

	With calm, practiced hands, she helped Giselle sit upright and fed her a few spoonfuls of porridge. Giselle’s eyes clung to Eileen, full of pain and confusion. Her voice was barely a whisper.

	“The Emberveil League… is gone…”

	The air in the room froze solid.

	August’s brow twitched. A dozen names and possibilities flashed through his head.
Who the hell could wipe out those lunatics? Sure, they were always at each other’s throats, setting fires and stabbing backs like it was a damn picnic, but erasing them? That took more than just a grudge.

	Frostblade Alliance? No—those guys weren’t interested in killing women. Never were.

	Eileen’s voice hardened. “What happened? Who did this?”

	Giselle struggled to breathe, then continued hoarsely.

	“After… after you left, Eileen… things started changing. That failed attempt to assassinate August… Lady Ironmask was punished harshly by the Violet Mistress…”

	She didn’t get far before a fit of coughing bent her in two, her face contorting in pain.

	August frowned from the side, rubbing his temple.
Wait… so now I’ve altered the internal politics of an assassin syndicate just by existing?
Goddamn. I really was born with a main character script stapled to my ass.

	He let out a slow, silent sigh. This so-called winter arc was getting worse by the minute.

	Eileen’s voice was steady, though her brows were furrowed. “The Left and Right Protectors always ran separate affairs. They never saw eye to eye, but they kept the League intact. That alone wouldn’t bring it down. So why do you say it’s been wiped out?”

	Giselle’s pale face tightened. Her voice was quiet, but full of raw anguish.

	“Last night… was the League’s annual convocation. Every operative gathered at the Sanctum.”

	She coughed again, and the fear behind her eyes turned razor-sharp. Grace glanced sidelong at August, as if bracing for what was to come.

	August didn’t move. Arms crossed, eyes fixed, waiting.

	“We raised our glasses, like always. A toast. No one suspected a thing,” Giselle whispered. “But just moments after drinking… people began to feel lightheaded. Their limbs went weak…”

	She paused, breath catching in her throat.

	“…And that’s when the assassins came. They stormed the hall. Blades out. No warning.”

	Eileen’s eyes went wide. “Was it the Frostblade Alliance?!”

	Giselle shook her head slowly. “No… It was Ashtalon.”

	“Ashtalon?” Eileen echoed, disbelief coloring her voice. “They’re a second-rate guild from the southern principalities. Barely a presence. How could they possibly—who poisoned the drinks?”

	Giselle clenched her jaw. Her eyes burned with a blood-red fury.

	“It was… Katherine.”

	The name landed like a blade driven into the floorboards.

	August’s eyes narrowed. His voice dropped, low and bitter.

	“Of course it was that lunatic. Can’t even stay dead like a normal person. Fucking ghost with a grudge.”

	Giselle’s voice dropped to a chilling monotone. “After Lady Ironmask was publicly reprimanded by the Violet Mistress, the leader began relying more and more on the Left Protector—Lady Ironblood . That’s when Katherine began cozying up to her. Constant flattery, endless 'advice'… Until she gained her trust. Eventually, Ironblood even brought her into the Core Circle…”

	Her voice cracked, hoarse with rage and exhaustion. “She poisoned the wine… We had no warning. By the time Ashtalon burst in, the entire Sanctum was already paralyzed. Only a handful could still fight…”

	She drew in a shuddering breath. Her eyes were red. “And in the chaos… Katherine drew her blade—and drove it straight through Lady Ironblood’s back. One stroke. Clean. Precise. No hesitation…”

	Silence fell, as cold and suffocating as the snow outside.

	The anguish on Giselle’s face was raw, unbearable. “That strike… she planned it. All of it.”

	A heavy dread seeped into the room, thick as frost-laced air, clinging to the skin like death.

	August pressed his fingers to his temple and sighed through his nose, brow creased.

	So that’s why the crazy bitch hasn’t come for me lately—she’s been busy staging a coup.
Tch. She really knows how to lie low... and when to strike. Ruthless doesn’t even begin to cover it.

	Eileen’s voice broke the silence. “But… why? Why would Katherine do something like that?”

	August shrugged, his tone dry with sarcasm. “Maybe she was an Ashtalon mole from the very beginning. Didn’t you say she was scarily quick at learning everything? Yeah—probably came with a full damn assassin starter kit pre-installed.”

	Grace shot him a sharp glare but didn’t speak. Her eyes said enough: He might be right.

	Eileen and Giselle both turned toward August, expressions slowly shifting as the scattered fragments of memory began to piece themselves together.

	August raised his brows, hands spread in mock humility. “It also explains why she ignored the Emberveil League’s orders and insisted on trying to kill me anyway. That assassination order? Probably didn’t come from the League at all. Came straight from her real employer.”

	The room went quiet again, the weight of that realization pressing in.

	August leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, and muttered, “So Leonard wasn’t the only one who put a price on my head. Looks like someone else hired Ashtalon at the same damn time. Hell of a party.”

	He paused, then quirked a brow and added with his usual drawl, “I’ve barely been here a year. How come half the continent already wants me dead? Is it my looks?”

	The moment the words left his mouth, Grace rolled her eyes hard enough to sprain something. “Ugh. Narcissist.”

	Eileen gave a small snort, glancing away with a smile tugging at the corner of her lips.

	August spread his hands like What can I say?, all mock innocence—though beneath that smirk, a glint of steel flashed behind his eyes.

	He let out a long breath, his voice quieter now. “She didn’t just kill someone. She wiped out a legacy. Waited, calculated, and struck in one move. Goddamn… That woman’s patience is terrifying.”

	The air in the room thickened again, heavy with dread. Even the beams above seemed to sag.

	Eileen gently spooned more porridge to Giselle’s lips, her voice soft but grim. “What about the League Master? And Lady Ironmask…?”

	The temperature seemed to drop another degree.

	Everyone waited for the answer they already feared.

	Giselle’s voice dropped to a whisper.

	“When Ashtalon stormed the great hall, a few of them went straight for the League Master—they were clearly prepared. They threw barbed iron chains and wrapped them around the Violet Mistress’s limbs. She was already paralyzed by the poison, barely able to stand… she couldn’t fight back. Then their leader stepped in and—without a word—beheaded her on the spot.”

	She choked on the words. Her shoulders trembled, and her eyes swam with grief and helplessness.

	August flinched. His hand instinctively rose to his neck. Gods, that’s vivid.
Too vivid. That’s why being the boss in this world is a one-way ticket to an early grave…

	Eileen’s face had gone pale, her brows pinched in worry. “What about Lady Ironmask?” she asked urgently.

	Giselle clenched her jaw, voice raw. “She fought like a demon. Wouldn’t fall back, even as her strength gave out. We were falling one by one, but we formed a shield around her—held the line while she cut them down. Nearly everyone died holding that line…”

	She paused. Grief flickered across her face. “Only about twenty of us made it out. Barely.”

	She took a shaky breath. “Lady Ironmask was hit by two arrows. Her face was ghost-white, but she refused to go down. We carried her—avoided the main roads—and reached two small boats hidden in a river bend. That’s how we escaped that slaughter…”

	Her voice tightened.

	“The few sisters who survived… they’re now hiding on a hill in southern Avengard.”

	Eileen stepped forward, eyes wide. “And Lady Ironmask? How is she now? Is she—?”

	Giselle lowered her gaze, her voice trembling. “She… might not have much time left.”

	Her fingers clutched the edge of the blanket as if trying to hang on to something—anything.

	The room fell into silence. Only the faint crackling of wood in the hearth remained, a soft, uneven rhythm against the stillness. Faces darkened with the weight of loss and unanswered questions. Even the air itself felt heavy, thick with the scent of blood and ashes long spilled.

	 

	Southern Avengard—
By midday, the carriage rattled along the southern riverbank. The current murmured with icy sharpness, and a thin layer of snow blanketed the shore. In the distance, the hills loomed beneath a sky of dull grey, silent and unmoving.

	August was the first to dismount, landing with a soft thud. He turned and caught Giselle as she stepped down. Eileen circled around the other side. The two of them supported the girl, one on each side, helping her inch her way up the winding path. Giselle’s breath was shallow, her lips nearly colorless. Each step looked like it might be her last.

	The mountain trail was muddy and treacherous, littered with dead branches and broken stone. A faint metallic tang of blood lingered in the damp air, like the scent of something long buried beginning to stir. The forest ahead was unnaturally quiet—only the occasional low caw of crows echoed from far away.

	August walked silently beside them, brows furrowed.

	Remind me again—why the hell am I part of this mess?
If Shadowblade hadn’t intervened back then, that so-called “Lady Ironmask” probably would’ve run me through without blinking.

	His gaze drifted to Eileen. Her face was calm, but there was pain behind the stillness—raw and impossible to hide.

	Of course, he thought, that’s just how she is. Even after exile, after punishment… she still carries that woman in her heart. That bond’s a goddamn thornbush—cut it, burn it, it just keeps growing back.

	He glanced over at Giselle, who was barely staying on her feet, biting back the pain with every breath.

	These women... if they didn’t have at least some shred of humanity, you’d never catch me walking this gods-forsaken road for them.

	He clicked his tongue under his breath but didn’t say it aloud. His steps never once faltered.

	The path narrowed, leading them into a bowl-shaped valley surrounded by steep ridges. The air here felt still, as if even the wind had chosen not to intrude.

	That’s when the shadows moved.

	Figures emerged from behind the stone outcrops—women in black, blades at their sides, eyes sharp as razors. At the sight of strangers, their hands flew to their hilts, posture coiled and ready to strike.

	But the moment they saw who was being supported between Eileen and August, their faces changed in an instant.

	“Giselle!”

	They rushed forward, catching her as her knees buckled. One knelt to steady her, scanning Eileen and August with a mixture of suspicion, confusion—and unspoken gratitude.

	August, of course, wore his usual face of half-hearted indifference. He gave a nonchalant shrug.

	What is this, a mob meet? I’m here to deliver pastries, not spy on your damn war council.

	Giselle’s voice came in a gasp: “Where is the Lady?”

	The woman leading the sentries lowered her head slightly. “She’s inside the cave… resting. But…” Her words trailed off.

	They didn’t need to hear more.

	No one spoke as they followed the group through narrow paths blanketed in snow, deeper into the valley. At the far end, tucked beneath the cliff, yawned a dark stone cave.

	Inside, several fires cast long shadows across the walls. Around them sat a dozen worn, steely-eyed women. And in the heart of it all, half-reclined against a stone ledge, was Lady Ironmask.

	She wore her signature metal half-mask, though blood stained the edges of her lips. Bandages wrapped her arms and abdomen, but the fabric was dark with fresh seepage. Despite everything, her back remained straight, and her gaze—though tired—still bore the weight of command.

	August slipped off his pack and handed it to the woman who’d led them in.

	“Meat pies and anti-toxin,” he said. “Use it.”

	She took the bundle without ceremony, nodding once with the gravity of a soldier receiving orders.

	August raised an eyebrow, muttering under his breath. No “thank you”? What is this place, a boot camp?

	Eileen had already rushed forward. She knelt beside the fallen woman and grasped her cold hand, voice trembling.

	“Milady… I’m sorry… I’m so, so sorry…”

	Lady Ironmask opened her eyes. They scanned Eileen’s face, then softened. A weak smile touched her lips.

	“It’s all right… Eileen…” Her voice was a mere whisper, tinged with forgiveness… and sorrow. “Perhaps… you were right all along… cough—”

	A fit of coughing seized her, cutting the words short.

	The flames flickered, and for a moment the only sounds were her labored breaths and the low hiss of firewood. Even August fell silent.

	Then Lady Ironmask’s eyes, still sharp beneath the shadow of pain, locked onto him.

	Straight through the haze of firelight and faces, her gaze found August—and held it.

	In that moment, August froze.

	...You can’t be serious. Is she really trying to stab me one last time before she dies?

	But to his surprise, Lady Ironmask slowly lifted her trembling hand and pointed at him.

	“Bring… him here.”

	The air shifted. All eyes turned to August. He let out a quiet sigh, scratched his head, and walked forward with a distinctly conflicted look. Dropping to one knee before her, he muttered with some hesitation, “Uh… Lady? You need something?”

	Unexpectedly, her frail fingers reached out and gripped his hand.

	August flinched, instinctively trying to pull back—but stopped.
A dying old woman. What’s she gonna do, bite me?

	He didn’t move again. Just stared at her pale but resolute face.

	“August...Caulfield… that’s your name, isn’t it?” Her voice was a threadbare whisper, yet clear.

	“Yes, Lady,” he replied.

	“I… have a request. One that may be… unreasonable.”
She coughed twice, each one rattling in her chest. “But I hope… you’ll accept it.”

	August raised an eyebrow. “Uh-oh. That serious? All right, hit me with it.”

	Lady Ironmask looked up at him, eyes filled with a strange blend of sorrow and regret.

	“These girls… they have nothing left now. Their all have skills... yes—but without guidance…”
She trailed off into another bout of coughing.

	August frowned. “So you want me to…?”

	“I want you…” she said, voice rasping out like a final order, “to lead them. Take command of the Emberveil League. Become… their new master.”

	For a second, the cave fell into complete, stunned silence.

	Eileen’s eyes widened. Giselle stared at him in disbelief. The other black-clad women looked as if the very ground had just shifted under their feet.

	August blinked. “Huh?! Are you serious?! Me?” 

	You’ve gotta be kidding me. I just turned down Shadowblade, and now I get hit with another “last breath inheritance” quest? What the hell is this, Fate of the Chosen Idiot?

	“I know… you are not like other men...” Lady Ironmask murmured, a faint smile pulling at the corners of her lips. “Eileen… would not have chosen wrongly…”

	She gave Eileen a fleeting glance. Eileen blushed, lowering her head slightly.

	August, on the other hand, was utterly stunned—heart skipping a beat, brain locked in total disbelief.

	He knelt there, caught between absurdity and a rising sense of dread.

	Lady Ironmask slowly lifted her head, eyes burning with a dying clarity.

	“You’re a leader, August. A real one. We all seen it. What you’ve done… cleaning out the black market, taking the docks, swallowing that old fox Leonard whole…”
Her voice wavered, but her gaze did not. “But you still carry a righteous heart… that’s rare.”

	She gave a slow nod, and for the first time… there was a glimmer of respect in her eyes.

	August’s lip twitched.

	She sound  like that bastard Shadowblade? These big shots in this world read the same script?

	Lady Ironmask kept speaking:
“These girls… I trained them to kill, to vanish, to obey. But I never taught them how to choose. That… I failed them.”

	Her voice fell quiet. Several of the black-clad women started to quietly weep.

	“Lady…” one of them choked out.

	But she didn’t acknowledge them. Her eyes remained locked on August.

	“If they follow you… they won’t be used, or crushed, or sold to bastards in fine robes. That’s all I ask… let me die without fear for them...”

	The cave was dead still.

	August felt a vein twitch at his temple.

	Goddammit. This feels way too familiar. Just like Dain before he vanished—shoving a dying wish into my hands like it’s a goddamn party favor.

	He said nothing for a long moment. His eyes lingered on the old, callused hand still gripping his.

	He didn’t want this. But to leave a dying woman without peace…

	He exhaled sharply, then muttered under his breath:

	“…Fine. I’ll look after them.”

	“I won’t let them fall to ruin. Or get used by scum.”

	The words left his mouth—and regret punched him in the gut right after.

	August you stupid shit. Why do you keep doing this? Taking people in, shouldering crap that isn’t yours. You think you’re some kind of saint now?

	But it was done. And at least—he told himself—he hadn’t agreed to become a assassin’s master. Just… to watch over them.

	That left room. Maybe.

	Lady Ironmask’s lips curved faintly upward, the smallest of smiles—like a burden finally slid off her shoulders. She nodded slowly and gathered the last of her breath.

	“—All members of the Emberveil League… hear my command.”

	Instantly, the women in black dropped to their knees in unison.

	“At your word! Lady!”

	Lady Ironmask’s gaze swept over them, then settled once more on August.

	“From this moment… August… is your master. You will not defy him.”

	“By your command!” they roared, voices crashing through the cavern like a thunderclap.

	And then… her hand fell limp.

	Her body sagged into Eileen’s arms.

	She was gone.

	The silence broke like a dam.

	“Lady—!”

	The cry tore from their throats, raw and unrestrained. The women surged toward her body, surrounding her with trembling hands and sobs that shattered the heavy air.

	August stood off to the side, watching it all unfold.

	He said nothing. Just raised a hand to rub at his brow.

	...She really was something.

	A hell of a woman.

	 

	The afternoon snow had thickened, dusting the valley’s rocks and dead branches in a pale, quiet shroud. The air was laced with a solemn tension—a mix of grief and the cold sting of vengeance yet to come.

	Lady Ironmask had just been buried.

	At the entrance of the cave, a line of black-clad women stood motionless. Their expressions still bore the exhaustion and sorrow of battle, but not one of them broke formation.

	The one at the front stepped forward, dropped to one knee, and spoke with a cold, resolute voice.
“Master, I am Isabeau.”
“I am Thalassa.” 
“Sophia.”
“Yrsa.”
“Libby.”
...

	The others followed, giving their names one by one. Some voices trembled. A few sounded so young it hurt to hear—some of them looked no older than sixteen, their faces still soft with the innocence of girlhood.

	August stood at the front of the formation, a shadow of conflicting thoughts lingering across his face.

	He cast a sidelong glance at Eileen beside him. She remained still, her head bowed slightly, the weight of quiet sorrow resting in her lowered gaze.

	August lowered his own eyes without thinking and let out a slow breath.

	For a brief moment, he said nothing.

	Then he lifted his head again and looked out over the ranks assembled before him, row after row standing in silent order.

	He opened his mouth—

	about to speak.

	Then Isabeau’s voice cut in, sharp and cold.
“Master, should we cross the river and butcher those Ashtalon bastards?”

	August immediately raised a hand.
“No. Listen up—”

	His voice sliced through the wind and snow, calm and unshakable.

	“Girls, that’s not how revenge works. You’re few in number and most of you are wounded. One reckless move, and you’ll die for nothing. You think that’s what your lady wanted?”

	He paused and swept his gaze across their faces.

	“I made her a promise—you wouldn’t die in vain. We’ll settle this. One day. When we’re strong enough. But not today.”

	He locked eyes with them. Some looked confused. Some burned with anger. Others just seemed unsure. August knew—they’d just lost their leader, and now some unknown man was standing in front of them, giving orders. Trust wouldn’t come easy.

	So he added, voice low but firm,
“Even if you forget, I won’t. That venomous bitch—Katherine—we still have unfinished business. I’ll be the one to put her down.”

	No theatrics. Just raw, cold intent.

	Something shifted. The storm inside them stilled. Not because of loyalty to Lady Ironmask alone—but because this man didn’t speak like he was doing them a favor. He had his own blood debt to settle.

	They exchanged glances—grave, but steady now.

	August continued. “There are things you need to know. About how we’ll live from now on. And first, how not to get eaten alive by this world.”

	At that moment, standing in the snow, he didn’t look like a stranger. He looked like a leader.

	He met their eyes. His voice softened.

	“Her final wish was for you to live as people—not just blades in someone else’s hand. She feared others would twist your skill into a weapon, turn you into killing weapons—empty of soul.... and steal your lives along the way.”

	He paused again. They didn’t fully understand, but their eyes no longer held that hardened emptiness.

	“Starting today,” he said, “you’re no longer assassins. You kill for no coin. You’re not the Emberveil League anymore. That path ends here.”

	The silence stretched. Eileen tilted her head, smirking like she’d been expecting this.

	“And one more thing,” August muttered, “stop calling me ‘Master.’ That’s just creepy.”

	A few of them looked around, unsure.

	“Then... what should we call you?”

	He gave a crooked smile and shrugged. “Just August. Keep it casual. Or if you really can’t help it, ‘boss’ will do. That’s what the northern guys call me anyway.”

	“Yes, boss!” they said in unison.

	Eileen broke into a laugh.

	August waved dismissively. “Alright, alright—too stiff! This isn’t a damn soldier camp, loosen up, will you?”

	Some of the girls even managed a smile.

	“I’ve arranged for you to stay in the dorms next to the brewery. There’s a training yard and a hidden chamber downstairs—use them whenever. I’ll need your help going forward. Everyone needs a purpose. Some of you can start at the tavern, like Eileen.”

	He nodded toward her. She gave a knowing grin in return.

	“With skills like yours, you won’t go to waste. My tavern, my guild hall, my courier posts—they’ll all need protection. We can’t let saboteurs roam free. You’re perfect for this.”

	Their shoulders relaxed, just a little.

	“And transport—can’t have our ale getting hijacked halfway to the dock. You’ll handle that too. And intelligence? You’re already good at that. I’d be a fool not to use your talents.”

	He added with a smirk,
“My northern brothers? Great at swinging axes. Subtlety? Not their strong suit.”

	That one earned a few chuckles.

	“Of course, I’m not saying we’ll never kill again.” He shrugged casually. “This world’s a mess. Sometimes, you don’t want trouble—trouble wants you. When that happens, I’ll be counting on you.”

	He gave them a half-bow, half-joking. They nodded back—not quite a vow, but something close.

	“And let’s be honest,” he said, grinning, “what kind of knight doesn’t have a few badass guards? The other nobles flaunt their big lugs—me? I’ve got you. Let them envy me for once.”

	That broke the last of the tension. Laughter finally rippled through the group.

	 

	 

	Black Bay—

	Night fell fast, snow swirling under the low-hanging sky. A few carriages pulled up slowly in front of the brewery. As soon as the doors opened, a procession of black-clad women began to disembark one after another.

	August hopped off the carriage, nodding a quick thanks to the driver. Behind him, more and more women were stepping down, the commotion drawing attention.

	Inside the nearby tavern, one of the younger workers Ed had already been peeking through the window. As soon as he saw the crowd, he blurted out,
“Whoa! Boss is back—with a whole damn army of women!”

	The shout echoed loud enough to bring Grace rushing out from the tavern, her apron still dusted with flour.

	August turned slightly and said to Eileen, “They’re yours now. Settle them in.”

	She smiled gently. “Yes, boss.”

	He rolled his eyes. One of these days, I’ll regret that nickname.

	Eileen led the group of women toward the dormitory block. Soon, only August and Grace were left standing in the snow, shoulder to shoulder.

	Grace frowned. “Who are they?”

	“Emberveil League,” August replied, his tone flat. “Lady Ironmask’s dead. She left them in my care, right before the end.”

	Grace stared at him, incredulous. “What? That old woman dumped this on you? She must’ve thought really highly of you.”

	Her voice dripped with skepticism, though something flickered in her eyes—an emotion too quick to name. Then she smirked.
“Big boss sure has a way with women, huh?”

	August smirked back. “Relax. I’m not planning to marry all of them.”

	The moment he said it—
Thud!

	Grace kicked him right in the shin.

	“Argh—! Shit, woman!” August yelped, grabbing his leg and rubbing it furiously. “I might need it to run for my life, you know?”

	Her grin faded a bit. Her tone grew more serious. “You really plan to keep them here long-term?”

	“For now,” he nodded. “We’ll see. Truth is, they fill the gaps we can’t—intelligence, stealth work, guarding our own. Subtle stuff Karl’s gang can’t handle without breaking a few walls.”

	Grace looked down, thinking it through.

	“I’ll assign two of the younger ones to help at your tavern,” he added. “Also to watch your back when I’m not around.”

	She glanced up at him, a touch of color rising in her cheeks.

	He rushed to clarify, “Hey, I mean—look at our lovely tavern owner here. If some idiot with more guts than brains tries anything shady... you shouldn’t be left undefended, right?”

	“Pfft.” Grace gave him a light smack on the chest.

	Then her tone shifted again. “You said ‘if you’re not around’... Where are you going?”

	August looked out toward the snowy ridgeline, his gaze tightening.
“The northern barbarians might be stirring again. I don’t trust things on Karl’s side. Heryon’s stretched thin—I need to see it for myself.”

	With that, he turned and began walking toward the tavern. Grace fell into step beside him without a word.

	Together, they crossed the snow-covered path, shoulder to shoulder, and disappeared into the warmth of flickering lights.

	 

	August had just stepped into the tavern when the sound of hurried footsteps echoed from the street. He paused, frowning slightly, and turned.

	A man came rushing toward him, panting, and leaned in to whisper, “One of them woke up.”

	August’s eyes narrowed. He glanced back at Grace and said evenly,
“I’ll be back in a bit.”

	She didn’t follow. Just stood there, watching his back as he walked away, her expression darkening.

	August and the man moved quickly through a few narrow alleys until they reached a run-down, half-collapsed house. The basement below had long since been turned into something far less welcoming.

	The old healer emerged from the shadows near the stairwell. His voice was low.
“One of them woke up a few minutes ago. Claims he’s a grain merchant from the Southern District.”

	August gave a nod and kept walking deeper in.

	In one corner of the cellar, under a flickering oil lamp, sat a man in his thirties, slumped against the wall. His skin was pale, lips tinged purple, eyes puffy, hair soaked and plastered to his scalp. Sweat still clung to his forehead, and his gaze was lost—like someone who’d just crawled out of a nightmare.

	August stopped in front of him, looking down.
“What’s your name?”

	The man’s voice rasped, his eyes glassy.
“H-Hernan… Name’s Hernan. I… sell grain in the South… South District…”

	August crouched down, his eyes sharp.
“Do you know where you are? Do you remember collapsing in the club?”

	Hernan blinked slowly, confusion clouding his features.
“I… I was playing cards with some merchants. We were having a good time… and then everything just went black. That’s all I remember…”

	August’s brows tightened. His tone dropped an octave.
“Where were you before the club?”

	Hernan swallowed hard.
“I… didn’t go anywhere special. Just stopped by the Shrine of Dawn to pray. Then met up with the others at the market… and later we headed to the club together.”

	August didn’t blink.
“The other merchants—did they go to the shrine with you?”

	Hernan shook his head quickly.
“No… they still follow the Old Prophecies. I… I always stop by the shrine first whenever I’m in the capital.”

	“That’s it? Nowhere else?”

	“No… nowhere.”

	“Did you eat anything unusual?”

	The question landed like a blade. Hernan’s eyes flickered. His throat worked as he swallowed again. His lips twitched.
“N-no. Everything was normal.”

	August’s stare sharpened. He said nothing—just gave a short, cold nod.

	Then, after a pause, he spoke quietly to the healer behind him.
“Let him go tomorrow.”

	With that, he turned and walked away. His coat flared behind him, boots tapping calmly against the stone floor, until he vanished into the shadows at the top of the stairs.

	 

	By morning, the snowfall had grown heavier than the day before. Thick flurries drifted down, blanketing rooftops and the training ground in a thin sheet of white.

	August arrived carrying a stack of winter coats, leather hoods, and aprons, followed by a few workers trudging through the snow behind him. Their footprints scattered into a messy trail behind them.

	As they stepped into the training yard, August half-expected everyone to still be sleeping off the cold. But the moment the door opened, they all stopped in place, taken aback.

	Inside, the black-clad women were already training.

	Some were stretching, others pulling themselves up on wooden bars. Movements were sharp and steady. Focused. The entire space hummed with a quiet, unshakable discipline.

	The workers stood frozen, mouths slightly open.

	August cleared his throat and shot them a look.
“Back to the tavern. Work doesn’t stop just because it’s snowing.”

	The men dropped the clothes and scurried out.

	When August stepped further in, the women noticed him. They straightened up and greeted in unison,
“Morning, boss.”

	He blinked, then gave them a crooked smile and waved a hand.
“Morning. You’re all up early.”

	His gaze swept over the field.
“Your wounds aren’t healed, the poison just wore off… and you're already back to training? You really couldn’t wait a few days?”

	Eileen emerged from a side room, forehead still glistening with sweat—clearly just finished a round herself. She walked over and replied calmly,
“This is standard. As long as the wound isn't fatal, training continues. Our bodies need to be ready before the next fight starts.”

	Well, damn... That’s familiar.
Almost nostalgic—morning drills, sweat, screaming instructors. Just like military training back in my old life. All that was missing was some jackass yelling in your face at 5 A.M.

	August motioned Eileen and Isabeau over, dropping his voice to a lower tone.

	“I’ve been thinking... Giselle and that youngest one—Nora. They look too young to be doing solo work out there. Might raise eyebrows.” He glanced toward the dormitory.

	“I want to assign them to help Grace run the tavern for a while. It’ll give them a cover and help keep the place safe. Plus, they’re... not exactly the type to attract the wrong kind of attention.”

	He paused, adding in a quieter voice,
“The tavern’s gotten too much visibility lately. I’ve got enemies watching me. If something happens while I’m gone, I’d rather have someone on the inside who can handle it.”

	Isabeau nodded with a faint smile. “That’s a smart call. It suits them.”

	“Good.” August gave a satisfied little wave.

	But Eileen caught the slip in his words and raised a brow.
“You said ‘while you’re gone’? You’re planning to leave?”

	August glanced toward the snow outside. His voice remained even, but there was a certain weight behind it.
“Yeah. Word is the northern barbarians are getting restless again. Karl’s crew doesn’t have the numbers to hold them off. And let’s be real—no way the royal army lifts a finger.”

	He turned back to her.
“I need to go up there myself. There are things I need to see with my own eyes.”

	Eileen’s lips pressed into a faint line. She didn’t argue, only asked quietly,
“When do you leave?”

	“Not yet. I’ve still got a few things to wrap up here first.”
He gave her a brief look. “Hopefully not too long.”

	Isabeau stepped forward, serious.
“Boss, should we come with you?”

	August waved her off, tone easing into something more casual.
“No need to bring a whole squad. Two people at most. Everyone else stays—keep the place running, keep each other safe. That’s what matters.”

	Isabeau nodded without hesitation, her gaze firm.

	Eileen gave a soft laugh under her breath but didn’t press further.

	 

	By midday, the snow had grown heavier still. Thick drifts were piling along the eaves and corners of the street. The tavern door creaked open, letting in a sharp gust of wind as someone rushed inside.

	August turned toward the sound, brows lifting slightly. It was the man from the ruined house.

	He made his way to the bar and leaned in, voice low.
“Two noble brats just woke up.”

	August immediately motioned for him to follow. They slipped into the rear courtyard, snow crunching underfoot.

	“What did they say?” August asked, his tone lowered.

	“We tried your way of asking,” the man replied cautiously. “So far, just one thing in common—both of them visited the Basilica before it happened. But none of them admit to eating anything unusual. Their expressions… they’re off. Like they’re hiding something.”

	August went quiet for a moment, thinking. Then he nodded.
“Got it. Good work.”

	He pulled a pouch from his belt and handed it over. The faint jingle of silver inside.
“This should last you a few days. Once the last one's gone, wipe the place. Leave nothing behind.”

	The man gave a respectful nod and left without another word.

	August stood beneath the eaves, staring into the snow as it fell, a deep frown on his face.

	Basilica… the Holy Dawn Sanctum?

	A chill crept up his spine—one that had nothing to do with the wind.

	If the Dawn Sanctum's involved, this isn’t just some petty poisoning or revenge stunt.

	What kind of power could make people collapse like that… all without a sound… all tied to the shrine…?

	Snow drifted down onto his coat. He didn’t brush it off.

	He just stood there, eyes narrowing, as the cold settled deeper in his chest.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 3

	Around noon, the snow was falling thick and fast, coating the world in blinding white. Outside the tavern, a luxurious carriage screeched to a stop, immediately drawing everyone's eyes.

	Inside, the patrons glanced toward the window, murmuring in curiosity. Grace leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, lips curled into a mischievous smirk.

	August frowned. 

	Hmm... That’s never a good sign.

	He hurried out the door just in time to see the carriage door open—and from it stepped a familiar figure, elegant and commanding.

	Princess Alicia.

	Her boots touched the snow, and she strode toward him with zero hesitation, stopping only a foot away before she spoke in a voice colder than the wind.

	“I heard you've brought in a group of women.”

	Her tone was calm, but her eyes were sharp enough to peel a man’s lies like fruit.

	“I want to see them myself.”

	August nearly took a step back from the pressure alone, forcing a tight laugh.
“Y-Your Highness, what brings you out in weather like this? The snow’s brutal today. Maybe… come inside first? Have a nice warm drink?”

	Alicia raised a brow. Her voice remained flat.
“I’ll consider it—after I’ve seen them.”

	August shot a pleading look toward Grace, but she was still leaning on the door, watching with the glee of someone seeing karma in motion.

	“What? Cat got your tongue?” Alicia leaned in slightly, voice dropping, “Or is it that you're hiding someone… indecent?”

	A vein twitched at August’s temple. His smile stiffened.
“Haha… of course not… I mean, they’re just—”

	“Just what?”

	“…They’re people from Karl’s village. I’m just giving them shelter for now—thought I might find them some work, that’s all.” August’s voice came out a little thin, his eyes drifting away as if the walls suddenly deserved closer inspection. The guilt on his face was almost comical. “…You know how it is up north these days. Not exactly peaceful. Ha… ha.”

	Alicia’s eyes stayed locked on his. Then she gave a soft snort.
“Hmph. I’ll judge for myself.”

	She turned and swept off toward the dormitory, skirts slicing through the snow like a blade. August let out a long sigh and jogged after her.

	Grace leaned against the doorway with her arms folded across her chest. The corner of her mouth lifted slightly as she watched the scene, her eyes cool and unsympathetic.
“Bastard had it coming,” she said flatly.

	Behind her, Tucker and Little Dai, whispered with a groan,
“Our poor boss… he’s so dead.”

	 

	In the courtyard, snowflakes danced in the air as a line of women stood in the open, dressed in thick coats and leather gloves, cheeks tinged red by the cold but eyes clear and steady. Isabeau stood at the front, poised as always. Eileen stood nearby, arms crossed, wearing a half-smile.

	The wind cut through the yard, but none of them flinched. It was a test of endurance—and pride.

	Suddenly, footsteps crunched through the snow.

	A vibrant silhouette broke into the white.

	Alicia stepped into the courtyard with regal authority, her golden hair catching the pale winter light. Her gaze swept over the scene—and paused.

	Women, lined in silence. Disciplined. Trained.

	Her brows drew together. “These women…”

	Eileen turned slightly, offering a composed nod. “Your Highness.”

	The others bowed in sync. “Your Highness.”

	August caught up just in time, rubbing his hands together and forcing a laugh.
“Haha… yep, here they are! Look at them! From the north. Got bored sitting around, so I told them to stretch a bit, playing...y’know… blow off steam.”

	Alicia gave him a look.
“In this weather?” She frowned. “They’re playing… what, exactly? I’d like to play too.”

	Shit. Think fast.
August’s eyes darted. Then he bent down, scooped up a handful of snow, and grinned like a devil.
“Why, snowball fight, of course!”

	Smack—the snowball hit Alicia square in the chest.

	She blinked, stunned. Looking down at the burst of snow on her coat, she gasped.
“You—! How dare you?!”

	“Come on, that’s how you play!” August chuckled and fired off another one—right into her face.

	Alicia stood frozen, snow clinging to her cheek, her glare slowly igniting like dry tinder.

	From the side, Eileen couldn’t hold it anymore—she laughed and flung a snowball at one of the nearby girls.

	“Don’t just stand there! Get her!”

	Screams and laughter erupted.

	“Don’t run! I’m gonna bury you!” Alicia shouted, finally snapping out of it. She bent down, scooped snow, and launched her counterattack.

	August was already doubled over, laughing as he dodged.

	More snowballs rained down on Alicia. Covered in white, she stomped her foot and shrieked,
“AUGUST!!”

	At the gate, Grace peeked in—then froze.
“Are they… at war?”

	Whap! A snowball nailed her straight in the face.

	“Argh! Who the hell—?!”

	“Me, obviously!” August crowed. “Come on! What are you gonna do about it?!”

	“You are so dead!” Grace snapped, tugging on her gloves as she charged in.

	“Hey, no—! Get her!”

	“ Not me—why are you all aiming at me?!”

	Snowballs flew. Laughter rang across the yard.
In that frozen courtyard, something warm finally broke through the ice.

	For a moment, time seemed to slow. 

	August stood in the snow, watching these women—once cold, hardened, forged into weapons—now laughing like children.

	His expression shifted, softening. 

	A faint smile tugged at his lips.

	At least they’re laughing.

	Piece by piece, what was stolen from them… they're taking it back.

	They will.

	I’m sure.

	 

	 

	In the tavern’s back room, warmth filled the air. Red coals glowed gently in the brazier, casting flickering light that shimmered off the steam rising from Princess Alicia’s cup of mulled wine.

	She sat in an armchair, cheeks still flushed from the cold, her lips pressed lightly against the rim of the cup. Across from her, August crouched by the brazier, adjusting the iron tongs, his figure half-bathed in the soft glow.

	He suddenly looked over his shoulder, grinning.
“So? Don’t tell me you braved a damn blizzard just to check out the new girls?”

	Alicia’s already-rosy face darkened a shade. She huffed and turned her head.
“Ridiculous. I came to make sure your little tavern wasn’t harboring fugitives.”

	“Ohh~ Is that so?” August arched a brow, his grin only widening. “Funny. You sure looked like you were enjoying that snowball fight—nearly broke my nose with that last one.”

	“Hmph. That’s because someone attacked first. No honor whatsoever.”

	She puffed out her cheeks slightly as she sulked, and even curled her legs inward a little, like a cat pretending not to be bothered.

	August stood, walked over, and gently draped a thick blanket over her lap.
“Keep freezing like that, and you’ll be burning up for real—fever, not blush.”

	Alicia looked down at his hands as he tucked in the blanket, then gave a faint smile, her lips curving up.
“So your fancy little manor is doing charity work now?”

	He shrugged, tone casual.
“If I can help, I will. Besides… turns out they’re quite useful.”

	“Oh really?” She raised a brow, voice light. “And during your nightly patrols, do you also provide... ‘comfort’?”

	August choked slightly, his smile twitching—then recovering in record time. He rubbed his nose and muttered,
“Relax. I am not that kind of man.”

	Alicia set her cup down, eyes narrowed in mock suspicion.
“Maybe I should move in. Keep an eye on these… generous acts of yours.”

	And there it is.
August let out a helpless sigh—but couldn’t stop the grin tugging at the corners of his lips.

	 

	August let out a dry chuckle and shook his head like someone who just bit into a lemon. He plopped down into a chair, crossed one leg over the other, and leaned forward, palm resting on his knee. His tone suddenly turned serious.

	"So... what’s the royal plan for the barbarians up north? Play dead and hope they go away, or just swing the gates open and serve tea?"

	Alicia’s smile vanished instantly. Her brow furrowed so tight it looked like she could crush a mosquito between them. Her voice was tinged with visible irritation.

	“The royal council’s been stuck in session for days—still no decision.” She sighed, a weary frustration lining her voice.

	“Some argue there’s no real threat, that the border reports are exaggerated.” Her eyes rolled slightly.

	“Others say we need immediate mobilization before things spiral.”

	“And a few idiots think we should just ignore them altogether...” Her lips pressed into a thin line. “Claim the barbarians will lose steam on their own.”

	August nearly spat out his drink at that, letting out a loud snort. He shook his head slowly, lips curling into a cold smirk.

	Yep. Seen this play before. No matter what century or which damn continent I land in, there’s always a room full of clowns trying to wage war from their velvet chairs—like the enemy gives a damn about their meeting notes.

	Alicia narrowed her eyes at him. "What’s so funny?"

	He gave a casual shrug. "Nothing much. Just deeply impressed by the council’s… ‘visionary leadership’. Truly inspiring."

	If I were leading those barbarians right now, I’d be laughing my hairy ass off—royalty handing out free wins on a silver platter.

	Alicia frowned but didn’t argue. She just looked at him, quiet for a beat.
"And what would you do, then?"

	August’s lips twitched as if debating whether to really answer.
"Simple. I don’t wait for orders. I don’t wait for backup. I ask myself one thing—do I want to protect my people and my turf? If yes, then I prepare now. Otherwise, by the time they actually show up, your only option left is to run."

	He leaned back lazily again, tone shifting to his usual drawl.
"But hey, say that out loud in one of your sacred meetings and you’ll get a funeral instead of a medal."

	Alicia silently sipped her wine, then murmured,
"I knew you'd have a plan. Shame you're not a Duke… maybe those dusty bastards would actually listen to you."

	August rolled his eyes and clicked his tongue. He pulled his legs down, slouched deeper in the chair.

	"Please." His voice dripped with sarcasm. "Your council’s packed with nobles living in their ivory towers—always pretending to act in the kingdom’s best interest, while secretly plotting who to stab next in the backroom."

	He let out a dry, humorless laugh. "You walk in with a good plan, and if it rubs the wrong ass the wrong way, you’re dead before the first arrow flies."

	His voice wasn’t loud, but every word dripped with contempt.

	Alicia’s expression flickered—she didn’t argue. Her eyes lowered slightly, not quite agreeing, but not denying it either.

	After a moment, she murmured quietly,
"...Yeah. Maybe you’re right. Let it be."

	Silence hung between them for a breath, heavy with things left unsaid.

	August rubbed at his temple, voice casual, almost indifferent.
"This mess? Touch it, you die. I’m no saint—why the hell would I volunteer as the royal pincushion?"

	He paused, then his tone dropped, the cold glint in his eyes cutting through the firelight.
"But if things really go south… the first to die won’t be those old bastards in the council room. It'll be places like Heryon. My people. My brothers."

	Alicia watched him silently. Her gaze softened, just slightly. After a moment, she murmured,
"You really care about them."

	August arched a brow, tilted his head with a lazy grin.
"Well, what did you think? I’m the kingdom’s only morally responsible businessman—selling booze and doing community outreach. Full-service for the people."
He even gave his chest a theatrical pat.

	She let out a quiet laugh despite herself, but her eyes grew more serious.
"August... have you ever thought about... becoming king?"

	That made him snort, then chuckle outright. He leaned back with a cocky smirk.
"Relax. If I ever do become king—guess who's first in line for queen?"

	"How dare you—!" Alicia sat bolt upright, cheeks suddenly burning crimson, her expression flustered and furious all at once.

	But just a second later, she dipped her head slightly… and the corner of her lips betrayed a small, helpless smile.

	 

	 

	Heryon Village—

	 Snow fell thick as ash, blanketing the land in endless white. The drifts were already ankle-deep, and rising.

	At the village outskirts, the barricade was nearly complete. Heavy wooden poles had been rammed into the frozen earth, frosted ropes lashed them tight. A few sturdy men hauled the last planks into place, breath steaming in the frigid air.

	Wrapped in thick furs, the village elder stood near the edge of the new palisade. He looked at the rough line of defense built with every resource they could scrape together, then turned to Karl, his voice heavy.
“This... this should be enough to keep the barbarians out, right?”

	Karl didn’t answer immediately. His brows furrowed as he stared toward the distant, snow-blurred horizon. After a long pause, he finally spoke, voice low.
“Maybe. Better than nothing. If it’s just scattered raiders, this might hold. But if it’s a real warband… we won’t last long.”

	The elder's expression darkened. His gloved hands clenched at his sides.
“Then... if you and your men head south—what happens to us?”

	The question cut sharper than the wind.
Karl flinched. He turned away from the old man’s eyes and muttered,
“...I’ll think about the southern route after we settle things here.”

	It was a lie he hated telling. The truth loomed like a shadow: no matter how strong the walls, without fighters, this village was just a snow-covered grave waiting to be filled.

	A thousand lived here. Of those, only about two hundred were men still fit to fight. The rest—elderly, women, children. Could they really hold the line against seasoned killers?

	A gust of wind lashed at their cloaks, and the silence grew cold enough to crack bones.

	Then—
The sound of hooves. Fast. Urgent.
Everyone turned as a scout tore down the path, mud and snow caked on his cloak. He leapt from his saddle before the horse stopped fully, gasping for breath as he ran straight to the elder and Karl.
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