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      Chapter 16


      A few months had passed since the giant dragon appeared in the forest west of Meraldia, bringing the various nations together to defeat it. I spent most of that time dealing with the aftermath of the dragon’s demise and researching how it had come to be. In the end, we confirmed it was indeed a regular lizard-type monster transformed by an immense quantity of mana. We found remnants of an ancient artifact in its stomach, which we surmised it must have ingested by accident. Though the scale was different, it was quite similar to how the Nue I’d fought in Wa had been created.


      “Why is mana such a pain to deal with, Master?” I grumbled to my master, Gomoviroa, in one of the labs at Meraldia’s university.


      She closed the book she was reading and gave me a playful smile. “To think I would ever hear those words uttered by a mage. Although, I suppose I cannot disagree.”


      “Right? No matter the experiment, we need to account for the influence mana may have on the results. To conduct properly controlled experiments, we need to regulate not just temperature and weight but mana as well.”


      The existence of magic made it that much harder to advance in chemistry, physics, and even biology.


      Master nodded and said, “It seems that if we wish to study the natural sciences properly, we must first advance the field of magical science. Unfortunately, magic did not exist in the world you lived in before, so we cannot rely on your knowledge to expedite our research.”


      “Yeah, even I don’t know the best way to study magic.”


      I hadn’t been a scientist, a professor, or an academic of any kind in my past life. All I could do was tell Master generally about the scientific and technological advancements mankind had made and what knowledge was commonplace in that time period. Fortunately, even that broad knowledge was enough to guide people in the right direction and encourage them to test hypotheses that would yield results. However, magic hadn’t existed back on Earth, so I had no idea how one could study it efficiently. If I’d been a proper researcher or something, I might’ve been able to utilize that knowledge, but sadly, I only had a layman’s understanding of science. When it came to discovering new things, I was about as much of a layman as could be.


      “I guess all we can do is try to apply the scientific method to the study of magic and go from there...” I sighed.


      “Indeed. Good grief, there is still far too much we do not understand about this world. But you can at least count on me to keep deciphering the unknown one step at a time.” Master tapped her chest proudly, her eyes glimmering with excitement. While I was glad she was looking towards the future, there were plenty of immediate problems that required our attention.




      “...And that’s why we need a bigger budget, Veight. C’mon! Give us more money,” Ryucco said, rapidly stamping his foot against the desk.


      The magical tools Ryucco had developed for the Demon Army were all useful inventions, and I knew research funding was as important as educational funding for building a strong foundation for Meraldia. Frankly, I’d have liked to give him as much money as he wanted. But while Meraldia’s economy was growing due to increased trade, our coffers weren’t limitless.


      “How much do you need, and what do you plan to use it on?” I asked.


      “I’m on the verge of a breakthrough with my idea for a teleportation device,” Ryucco replied, proudly puffing out his chest. “But I need more data points to figure out how to incorporate accurate coordinates into the thing. I need money to do a few trial runs.”


      “Okay, but how much?”


      Ryucco’s ears drooped, and I knew I wouldn’t like the number.


      “Three...” he began.


      “Three...thousand silver coins?”


      If he only needed 300, he would’ve asked without beating around the bush. On the other hand, 3,000 silver coins were the equivalent of 20 to 30 million yen, so I could see why he hesitated. Wait a sec. What if he wants even more than that?


      “Or is it thirty thousand?”


      “No... I need three hundred thousand,” he muttered.


      In other words, he wanted the equivalent of 2 to 3 billion yen. Is this damned hare trying to bleed our treasury dry? While the amount was staggering, I knew Ryucco must’ve carefully calculated it to reflect what was strictly necessary. I’d known him long enough to understand he didn’t take money lightly.


      I folded my arms and frowned. “That’s more money than I can approve on my own, at least.”


      “Figures... But the thing is, Veight, it’s not easy to teleport living creatures that have a lot of mana, like humans or demons—especially since their mana levels fluctuate as they use magic. Here, take a look at this.” Ryucco placed a withered carrot on the desk. It was a new species of carrot that Rolmund had started cultivating for medicinal purposes. It also had the unique property of absorbing mana from the soil. This carrot was quite gnarled and twisted compared to what you’d typically see.


      “Is it just me, or does that carrot look stranger than usual?” I asked.


      “It looked normal before I tried teleporting it. But when I activated the teleporter, it absorbed 1/10,000th of a kite of mana from the teleportation spell, which resulted in it coming out like this.”


      “Oh. So...could that happen to people as well?”


      “No, we’re safe there. Things that have a lot of mana and mass, like people, need way more mana to teleport. If the calculations were just a little off for them, they’d stay where they are instead of being teleported wrong.”


      Thank god. Messing up teleportation spells could lead to disastrous consequences, and it’s one of the most difficult fields of magic, just like necromancy. Teleportation required a lot of advanced mathematics that was way beyond my level of comprehension.


      I broke off a small piece of the twisted carrot and brought it to my face for closer examination. As I did so, Ryucco tugged on my sleeve.


      “See, this is why I need the money,” he said. “I have an idea to prevent mana interference during the teleportation process with my device.”


      “Are you sure you can’t test this with less money?”


      “Look, you’re howling up the wrong tree. It’s the dragonkin engineers who told me I needed so many data points to be statistically certain of its safety.”


      Neither Ryucco nor our dragonkin engineers were interested in amassing personal wealth, so this was likely the actual minimum they needed to make Ryucco’s device safe.


      Grimacing, I reluctantly nodded and said, “There’s a council meeting soon. Write a proposal request and get me a copy of your invention’s blueprints. I’ll use them to ask the council to approve funding. It’ll be submitted as a formal proposal from the Demon Army, so hopefully that’ll help sway the viceroys.”


      Ryucco hopped off the desk and turned to me with a satisfied smile. “All right. I’ll go get the dragonkin to write it up. Let me know when the money’s here!”


      There’s no guarantee they’ll agree to the proposal, you know...




      I headed back to my office, where I found yet more problems awaiting me.


      “While relations with Rolmund are improving, the Demon Army’s standing with the northern territories has continued to decline,” Baltze said, handing me a sheaf of reports.


      “I was prepared for this to happen,” I replied with a wan smile as I skimmed through the reports. “Understandably, many people in the northern cities still hate demons. For better or worse, we bear responsibility for the actions of the second regiment.”


      “That may be the case, but the Demon Army has diligently defended the northern cities for the better half of twenty years. You’d think they wouldn’t have any complaints about us by now.”


      I gave Baltze a simper and said, “The thing about military organizations is that the moment there’s peace, people start to dislike them. Furthermore, we’re still outsiders from their perspective. You can’t blame them for being unwelcoming.”


      I could spread propaganda that Rolmund was still a serious threat to make people more willing to rely on the Demon Army, but if I wasn’t careful, that could sour diplomatic relations with Rolmund. In the worst case, it could lead to an actual war, which I wanted to avoid at all costs. Besides, I had a better idea that was more my style.


      “The older folk might not like us, but from what I hear, the younger generation is friendlier towards demons. They’ve been interacting with our kind since they were old enough to talk, so they’re not scared of us the way older people are. In fact, some of the younger boys idolize how dragonkin conduct themselves, aspiring to be like you guys.”


      “I’m glad to hear it,” Baltze said, smiling.


      It was difficult to read dragonkin expressions, but once you got to know them, you became much better at picking up on the subtle changes in their lizard-like faces. Hopefully, the day would come when most humans were familiar enough with dragonkin to do the same. Of course, I planned to do everything in my power to make that day come as soon as possible.


      “Let’s have the soldiers stationed in the north start building more leisure facilities in their respective cities to improve their image among the residents,” I suggested. “I’ll talk to Forne and find out what the best options might be.”


      “Thank you. To be frank, I’m not sure what kinds of things humans would enjoy.”


      Plus one to my list of things to take care of. But this, too, was the job of the Demon Lord’s Vice-Commander. Humans were querulous enough that they frequently fought with one another, so ensuring peace between demons and humans was an important and daunting task.


      After Baltze left, a Commonwealth Committee clerk entered with a report in her hands. “My lord, there’s trouble in the north.”


      “If you’re referring to the Demon Army’s falling reputation, I’m already aware of the situation.”


      “No, it’s not that. There’s a conflict within the Sonnenlicht Order. Immigrants from Rolmund seem to consider Meraldian orthodox heretical, leaving the two churches at odds. It’s possible the split could turn violent.”


      You both are part of the same godsdamned religion. Can’t you get along? I thought as I read through the report she handed me.


      With a long sigh, I said, “We’ll have to be careful about this. People are far more sensitive to small differences among those they consider part of their in-group than to larger differences with those they consider outsiders.”


      The clerk furrowed their brow and asked, “Is that really true?”


      “Trust me, it is. At the very least, that’s how humans seem to a werewolf like me.”


      In truth, I’d just read up on human psychology in my past life, but I doubted this clerk would easily grasp such a concept. Regardless, the biggest issue here was that I wasn’t a member of the Sonnenlicht Order, so it wasn’t really my place to interfere.


      “Anyway, I think it’s best if we discuss this with Archbishop Yuhit.”


      “Y-You mean I’ll get to speak with him?!” the clerk exclaimed, her eyes lighting up.


      She was likely a member of the Sonnenlicht Order herself, and every member of Sonnenlicht’s Meraldian church knew of the famed Archbishop Yuhit. Granted, he’d damaged his leg during his time in prison, and was now so old that he’d retired from active public service. These days, he spent most of his time dispensing what advice he could to Sonnenlicht priests and adherents.


      “I’m sure His Grace will be willing to help you, Lord Veight!”


      “He probably will, but I really don’t want to burden him...”


      Yuhit looked older every time I saw him, and it pained me to watch as he slowly succumbed to age. His granddaughter, Yuhette, would most likely succeed him, but she was still young and only a low-ranking priestess at the moment. It probably didn’t help that Friede was dragging her around on adventures all the time, preventing her from building the political and religious connections she needed.


      Unaware of my worries, the clerk smiled and said, “It’s true what everyone says—just bring your problem to Lord Veight, and he’ll solve it for you.”


      “Haha... Yes, I’ll do my best.”


      I felt my reputation starting to precede me again, but at least this meant everyone reported critical information to me first. My greatest fear was that people on the ground would stop reporting to me, and things would worsen without my knowledge. In the past, it was a lack of information that caused me to make critical errors in Rolmund and Kuwol.


      With a gentle smile, I said, “There are some things even I can’t solve, but I’ll do all I can to help. So feel free to report everything you think is important to me from now on.”


      “Of course, Lord Veight!” The clerk left, beaming, and I let out another sigh. I’d have to schedule a meeting with Yuhit, but my schedule was already packed with council meetings, university lectures, helping with Master’s research, and inspections.


      As I tried to decide what I could drop to fit in this meeting, Fahn, the new leader of the werewolf squad, walked in.


      “Elder Veight!”


      “What now?”


      “A few teenage giants got drunk and started fighting in the new residential district! You have to stop them!”


      Is this really something a Demon Lord’s Vice-Commander needs to handle? I thought.


      “Don’t give me that look; there are a dozen of them, okay?” she added. “We can’t take them all by ourselves! They’re waving huge sticks of lumber around too—three of my werewolves have already been injured trying to intervene!”


      “What?!”


      One of the ironclad rules of demon society was that if you got hit, you hit back. I’d recently managed to convince most demons not to use violence as a first resort, but if someone else started the fight, the gloves came off. Demons instinctively deferred to those stronger than them, so if they thought you were weak, it would be hard to get them to listen afterwards. In other words, the reputation of the entire werewolf squad was at stake now.


      I closed my planner and got to my feet.


      “Lead the way.”


      It was time to teach these drunkards a lesson.




      As I reached the new residential district, I saw just how bad the situation was.


      “Graaaaah!”


      “You bastaaaaaard!”


      Just as Fahn had said, a group of young, drunk giants was fighting. From the looks of it, they weren’t part of the Demon Army. A few werewolves were there, trying to stop the commotion, but they were unfortunately outmatched.


      “Hey, stop! I said, stop! Calm down, you idiots!” one of the werewolves shouted, but a giant just kicked him away.


      After transforming, werewolves became quite strong, but they still couldn’t match three-meter-tall giants. It was like a child trying to fight an adult.


      “See, what did I tell you?” Fahn said with a sigh.


      “No, this is good,” I replied with a nod. “Our werewolves are actually trying to de-escalate the situation without immediately resorting to violence. It’s not good to get rough with our own citizens, even if they are giants. You’ve done a good job teaching them, Fahn.”


      “You really think so?” Fahn said, blushing and scratching her head. But a few seconds later, her expression turned grim. “But if we’re not supposed to fight, how are we going to stop them?! We can’t use Blast Rifles on them, right?!”


      “Of course not. From what I’ve observed, it’s just a drunken brawl. Don’t worry, I’ll stop them.”


      “Oh okay. Good luck. I’ll be waiting here, far out of your way.”


      Looking immensely relieved, Fahn retreated to a safe distance. I could handle this alone, so her getting out of the way was helpful.


      I strode up to the two brawling giants and firmly said, “That’s quite enough.”


      The giant closest to me turned around and glared, his eyes mildly glazed over.


      “Da hell didya say, ya old fart?! You wanna die, huh?!”


      Excuse me? Did you just call me old?! I mentally quipped. I mean, my age is getting up there, but still.


      The giant turned back around, completely losing interest in me. He picked up a massive barrel of ale and took a big swig. I thought he would swing at me immediately, but he showed surprising restraint. Not enough restraint, since he still called me old, but what can you do? At the very least, I’d decided not to settle this with violence. It was important not to be too rough with your citizens, even if they did call you old.


      First things first, I needed to get that alcohol away from him. I swung my hand down, unleashing a blade of pure mana at the barrel, slicing it in two.


      “Bwuh?!” Ale poured down onto the giant’s head, and he turned to glare at me.


      “Da hell wuzzat for?!”


      “Drinking in public isn’t allowed in this district. Leave now, or...”


      “Or wuh?!”


      “Or this.” I picked up the giant with one hand and lifted him high above my head.


      “Whaaa?! What da hell?!”


      “I used magic to simultaneously increase my arm strength and lessen gravity’s hold on you. As you can see, I can lift you like an infant. So, I highly recommend you sober up.”


      I took a few steps and dunked him into one of the water tanks every street had for fire emergencies. There was a huge splash, and he began sputtering incoherently as he tried to climb out. It was a bit excessive for shock therapy, but demons needed to see the difference in power before they’d listen. I also kept his gravity light when throwing him, so there was no worry of him drowning.


      Upon hearing the splash, the other giants turned around.


      “Wuzzoin’ on?!”


      “Where’d Gwaza go?!”


      I pointed over my shoulder to where the giant known as Gwaza was still splashing around ineffectively.


      “Your friend Gwaza is taking a sober bath. As will all of you in a few seconds.”


      “Yer gonna pay fer dat!” One of the giants hefted a piece of timber big enough to be a support pillar in a house.


      Hey, wait! Those things are expensive; don’t use them as weapons.


      “Take this!” As he swung the log down, I brought up one hand to stop it.


      I used strengthening magic to harden my hand as much as possible, causing the timber to split in two upon impact. Despite this, though, the impact still hurt my hand a little. Maybe I’m getting too old for this.


      “Wh-What da?!”


      “You’re going to have to pay for that piece of timber now, you know?” I said. There was no way I would let the Demon Army cover it.


      The giant then swung a fist down at me, but I simply strengthened my legs and dodged to the side. I touched his fist as it came down and increased its weight tenfold.


      “Nrrrgh?!” The giant pitched forward as his fist slammed into the ground with a ground-shattering force. He probably wouldn’t be able to lift it back up.


      “Hnnnrgh! Nnnnngh!” Red-faced, the giant struggled to raise his fist again, but after a few attempts, he gave in, and a hint of fear crept into his expression.


      Giants relied solely on their strength, so being placed in a situation where their strength was useless was a deeply terrifying experience. Giants were too big to run or hide, so their only means of survival was overpowering threats. Rendering this one powerless seemed to have taught him a lesson. But doing this for every one of them would take too long.


      “Drunkards are so full of openings that it’s actually hard to hold back enough. They can’t aim worth a damn, which actually makes it harder to dodge their attacks since they go all over the place.”


      I wanted to return to my office and get back to work, but there were still a dozen more giants I had to subdue. Granted, this was nothing compared to the time I had to spar with a hundred werecats, at least.


      “All right, who’s next? I have a meeting I need to make, so hurry it up.”


      “Damn you!” yelled another giant as they charged in.


      To my surprise, they decided to attack me one at a time. Oh wait, it’s probably because the street is too narrow for more to attack at once. I made the third giant’s left foot extremely heavy, applying the principles of Gusokujutsu, but with magic.


      “Hwuh?!” the giant yelled in surprise as he fell, and I made his right hand heavier as well to keep him stuck to the ground.


      That’s another one down. Grinning, I turned back to the remaining giants.


      “Well, since I have to do this anyway, I might as well have some fun with it. So, who’s next?”




      Half a minute later, the battle was over.


      “I get that you wanted to blow off some steam after weeks of hard work. There’s nothing inherently wrong with getting drunk, but please do it outside the city next time, or you’ll end up destroying all the warehouses you worked so hard to build,” I said gently to the young giants. Eight of them were incapacitated, while the other five sat meekly on the ground, trembling in fear.


      “W-We’re sorry!” one exclaimed.


      “We won’t do it again!” added another.


      You don’t have to yell so loud... You’re gonna make me go deaf. Ryunheit was growing rapidly, and small villages were already popping up outside the newer districts of the city. These giants had all been hired to help construct new houses and buildings for those villages. They were new to the city, and the work had started stressing them out. Unsurprisingly, a human city felt a bit claustrophobic for giants. But still, I needed these guys to get along with humans, or it’d cause problems down the line—especially with how threatening humans could be. A human with a Blast Rifle could easily take down a giant.


      I smiled at the giants and said, “If you really need to vent all that excess energy, come join the Demon Army. We’ll take good care of you.”


      “O-Okay.” One of the giants nodded.


      A few seconds later, a kentauros messenger galloped up to me. She was a young girl, still in her teens.


      “Um, Lord Veight!”


      “Is it time for the meeting? Don’t worry, I’ll be there soon.”


      “No, it’s not that.”


      “Then what?”


      In an apologetic tone, the girl said, “The Demon Lord said you haven’t finished today’s reports, and she needs them for the upcoming meeting.”


      “Urgh! I totally forgot!”


      I needed to get back ASAP.




      Somehow, I managed to finish the reports in time for the meeting, but as always, the meeting itself was an exhausting ordeal.


      “What kind of budget proposal is this?! Both Beluza and Lotz are raking in profits from the new trade routes! Us folk in the north need help the most!” shouted Yuninel, the new viceroy of Draulight.


      Draulight, the City of Peaks, was the northernmost city in Meraldia and, as its name suggested, was surrounded by mountains. Yuninel was the youngest child of the old viceroy and hadn’t even celebrated his twentieth birthday yet. Back when I fought the Senate, he was just an infant. However, it seemed he had support from his siblings, who held substantial influence in the city. He did seem to be trying his best to be a good viceroy.


      Unfortunately, Beluza’s viceroy Garsh wasn’t one to let someone younger than his own son talk back to him.


      “Oh, give me a break! Your city got all the funds back when the Senate still controlled Meraldia! We’re finally catching up to your lot in the north, so don’t say you need the money more!”


      What Garsh said was true. The Senate was primarily staffed by people from the northern cities. Furthermore, the Senate seats were inherited positions, and after many generations, most Senators had become quite corrupt. However, Yuninel didn’t live through the time of the Senate.


      “That’s ancient history now! I wasn’t even born to experience it!” Yuninel shot back. “You have to look at the present! If Rolmund attempts another invasion, Draulight will be on the front lines! Without that funding, we’ll fall instantly! Do you really want to give Rolmund a foothold to invade the rest of Meraldia?!”


      This was a reasonable argument. Granted, I’d made plenty of under-the-table deals with Eleora, so it was unlikely Rolmund would invade. And since Rolmund had come to our aid when we’d asked for help in slaying the dragon, it was safe to say Rolmund was an allied nation at this point. But the official story was that tensions still existed between Meraldia and Rolmund, giving the northern viceroys a valid pretense to request more funding. The worry that Rolmund might attack again wasn’t entirely unfounded. They didn’t know Eleora as well as I did, after all. In her campaign, Eleora had managed to conquer a vast swath of northern Meraldia and even push as far south as Ryunheit. If one focused solely on her military achievements, she made for a very dangerous empress.


      “Calm yourself, Sir Yuninel. Let’s hear what the other viceroys have to say,” I said, giving him a placating smile. “The funds we have to allocate come from taxes we levy on each of the cities. We all have an equal say in how this money should be spent.”


      “If you say so, Professor...” Out of respect for me, Yuninel reluctantly backed down. Like most young nobles in Meraldia, Yuninel had graduated from Meraldia University.


      The Commonwealth Council received a fixed amount of tax revenue from each city and then redistributed those funds each year. The goal was to remove as much economic disparity between the cities of the Meraldian Commonwealth as possible.


      As I tried to think of a compromise for Yuninel and Garsh, I absentmindedly flipped through the budget proposal Ryucco had given me. Reading through his sloppy handwriting, I let out another sigh. With how strained relations already were over the current budget, I wasn’t sure I could successfully advocate for diverting more funds to research.


      Seeing an opportunity to interject, Belken, the viceroy of Krauhen, raised his hand. He was a sincere, mild-mannered man who’d served as viceroy for decades, but he was also shrewd enough to have sided with Eleora when Rolmund invaded sixteen years ago.


      “I, too, would like to ask for more funds for Krauhen. One of the North’s issues is the relative lack of trade routes. Trade with Rolmund has grown in recent years, but the mountain range separating our nations limits how much we can feasibly trade with them. On the other hand, if we create too many mountain passes for traversal, Rolmund could use them against us if they ever choose to invade.”


      Says the guy who had his engineers dig a secret tunnel to Rolmund for Eleora. That tunnel was still used today, but it was a convenient means of traveling between the two countries, so no one complained about it. Just in case, there was a regiment of elite Demon Army troops stationed there, but they were mostly for show.


      The other northern viceroys all wanted more funds for their cities as well, so they nodded in agreement with Belken’s words. Every city had started importing demon laborers to meet development demands. They needed money to cover construction costs, housing facilities for the new laborers, and more guards to keep the streets safe.


      Myurei, the viceroy of Lotz, raised his hand and replied, “Mister Belken, the southern port cities are struggling just as much. With the increase in ships arriving at our shores, we’ve needed to rapidly expand the number of docks and cranes in our ports, as well as hire many more translators and customs officials. We’re barely keeping up as it is.”


      Myurei was speaking the truth too.


      “Now is the time to invest heavily in Lotz and Beluza. If we miss this opportunity, trade will decline, and eventually, Wa and Kuwol will trade only with each other. We’ll lose all the foreign capital currently flowing into Meraldia, which would devastate our long-term finances.”


      This would also mean less money for the Commonwealth, hurting everyone. Upon hearing Myurei’s points, Yuninel and Belken exchanged glances.


      “I understand Myurei’s perspective, but...” Yuninel muttered.


      “We’re also suffering from a lack of funds,” Belken added. “We need to strengthen our defenses in case Rolmund changes its approach, and construction projects in mountainous terrain like ours are quite costly. Our space is limited as well. Altering the mountain landscape will impact the snowmelt, which feeds into our irrigation systems.”


      “I understand, but...” Frowning, Myurei glanced in my direction, seeking support. Aram and Forne also looked my way.


      In my opinion, investing more in harbor infrastructure was our top priority, but I didn’t voice it. Or rather, I couldn’t. The northern viceroys already thought the Demon Army favored the southern cities too much; it didn’t help that our current Demon Lord was also a viceroy of a southern city. I didn’t want to give the northern viceroys more reason to suspect favoritism. Meanwhile, the southern viceroys believed Airia and I could solve any problem they faced. We were caught between a rock and a hard place.


      Airia also looked in my direction, unsure if she should speak her mind. Everything said in these meetings was recorded and made public, so we all had to be cautious about our words. At long last, I’d advanced so far up the ladder that I couldn’t even express my thoughts. Even if the meeting wasn’t recorded, every word I spoke held weight. This meant I had to maintain a safe, neutral stance at all times.


      All this posturing made me understand why politicians back in Japan often spoke in such roundabout, indecisive language. Clearing my throat could be interpreted in a dozen ways. But if I said nothing, I was merely an ornamental figurehead. I needed to take a stance, even if it cost me something. But before I could speak, Ryuunie, the viceroy of Doneiks, raised his hand.


      “I would like to remind everyone that these meetings are a forum for us to understand each other’s positions. In Rolmund, we have a saying: ‘Steal from your neighbor, and you will both starve. Share with your neighbor, and you will both feast.’”


      Ryuunie was an exiled prince from Rolmund—the nephew of the previous emperor, Ashley, and the current empress, Eleora. Because his late father, Ivan, staged a coup, he could never return to Rolmund. However, his exile was precisely why the viceroys of Meraldia’s northern cities trusted him. The southern viceroys liked him as well, since he’d been my protégé during his time at Meraldia University. Myurei, in particular, was one of his best friends. Ryuunie’s broad popularity gave him considerable influence, especially among the younger viceroys.


      Everyone stopped arguing and waited to hear what Ryuunie had to say. Smiling gently, he looked at each viceroy in turn.


      “Everyone here, myself included, has come to this meeting to advocate for the needs of our cities and the people living there. I understand why it’s difficult to reach a compromise. In fact, it was because my father and grandfather could not resolve their differences peacefully that I lost them both and was exiled along with my uncle.”


      The uncle he referred to was Woroy, the man who’d built the Battleball City, Doneiks. His extensive list of deeds made him a national hero. Ryuunie mentioned him to leverage that fame but kept his expression neutral to show he wasn’t trying to lord that status over anyone.


      “I learned a great deal from Professor Veight during my time at Meraldia University, but one lesson stood out to me,” he continued. “‘If you seek compromise, you must be bold.’ Since we don’t have enough funds to meet everyone’s demands, we must compromise. Therefore, I will be bold in suggesting mine.”


      Now he’s using my name to give himself legitimacy. Well, that’s advice for when you’re trying to compromise with someone you’re not already close to... Oh, whatever. Let’s see how well you make this work.


      Myurei raised his hand and asked, “In that case, what compromise should Lotz be making, Ryuunie?”


      Are you sure you want to ask that of another viceroy? In a public meeting that everyone can read if they want? I was surprised by how willing Myurei was to make concessions without even negotiating. It seemed Ryuunie had anticipated this, and he clapped his hands together.


      “Lotz is already providing more than most other cities to the Commonwealth’s coffers, so I wouldn’t ask anything more of you,” Ryuunie answered. “Still, you cannot expect to receive a proportional amount of that wealth back.”


      “Why not?”


      “The Commonwealth Council’s job is to equally redistribute wealth. It wouldn’t make sense for Lotz to get more when others are making less, would it?”


      “Well...you’ve got a point there.”


      These two were always like this. Ryuunie took the initiative, while Myurei made concessions. However, Myurei was by no means incompetent. The reason he was so willing to align with Ryuunie was that he respected his abilities. There were many expectations placed on Ryuunie, but he always managed to meet them. This time was no exception.


      “But if this is the compromise Lotz is already making, then the northern viceroys need to compromise as well, wouldn’t you say?” Ryuunie said, turning to Yuninel. “Our rapid development as a nation is largely thanks to the wealth coming from our two port cities. Would it not be wise to give them the funds they need to further develop their harbors and create an even larger wealth pool for us all to share?”


      “Hahaha, that’s a good way of putting it!” Zaria’s viceroy, Shatina, cackled.


      When I’d first met her, she was still a child, but now she was one of the most respected voices on the Commonwealth Council.
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