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  Prologue 0: If you can’t beat them, join them


I, Duke, born as a man, aimed to become the ultimate boss that everyone admires at least once.

The overwhelming despair that stands in the way of the protagonist, and the very ideology they must eventually overcome.

It wasn’t really important when I started dreaming this dream.

What mattered was that I had the knowledge, the will, and the minimum necessary talent.

But in my 30th year of training, I realized one despairing fact.

That the world I was reincarnated into was one with a delusional protagonist.

This world was no longer my playground, and I couldn’t become the overwhelming top dog.

But upon reflection, a crisis is also an opportunity.

“If you can’t beat them, join them.”

I switched jobs to become the final boss next to the delusional protagonist.

His first companion, closest confidant, force of probability, absolutely invincible, utterly wicked…

You know, something like that.

A flawless, absolute evil second-in-command.

Of course, there were a few problems.

“Huh? That area’s at a stalemate? Ah. If we deploy Duke tactically, we’ll manage somehow.”

“Duke! If it weren’t for you, I’d be the right-hand man of His Majesty! Draw your sword!”


“Duke only sleeps for four hours because he’s on duty and wakes up early in the morning? And he even sleeps standing up…”

I didn’t know being the second-in-command would be so tough.

But still…

“Hehe. This is fun. I’ll create another side character.”

I don’t think I’ll ever be able to quit this act.



 
  Chapter 1: The Birth of a Ruthless Final Boss


The ultimate boss that every man dreams of at least once.

Ruthless, absolutely invincible, and… uh…

I couldn’t think of another four-character idiom to describe it, but you get the idea.

When I opened my eyes, I realized I had been given that opportunity.

Why I was reincarnated wasn’t all that important.

And no, it wasn’t because I didn’t want to recall the embarrassing memory of being electrocuted after spilling cola on an outlet while playing a hack-and-slash game.

That’s totally not it.

I, Duke, am a man who doesn’t dwell on the past.

Instead, I decided to focus on the present.

The world of the game I played had such a low difficulty curve for magic that its scale of play was incomparably larger than Earth’s.

Imagine—just one territory here is the size of South Korea.

I have no clue about planetary size since I never studied Earth’s sciences, but I know for sure that it’s far beyond comparison.

The real issue is that magic is accessible to everyone.

In other words, everyone has the potential to become a tyrant.

Think about it—one exceptional individual can replace an entire nation, and it’s a world where everyone can carry a gun in their pocket.

Would concepts like equality, law, or morality hold any meaning in such a world?

Of course not.

Just like you can’t weigh a Red Dragon and a goblin on the same scale, this world is utterly unfair.

On top of that, killing people here directly helps you gain power, so backstabbing someone for your own benefit is the norm.

And this is the world I was reincarnated into.

A normal person wouldn’t choose to be reborn in a place like this—if they even had a choice.

But I’m different.

“This is an opportunity. The chance to become the strongest being in existence.”

I had the chance to become the final boss I had only seen in games and movies.

With loose laws and morals, there were even fewer obstacles to my growth.

Of course, I briefly considered using some lucky encounters to live a peaceful slow life.

But…

“Honestly, if a guy says he’s never imagined something like this, he’s lying.”

I’m just someone with slightly higher adrenaline and testosterone levels than others—someone with a lot of initiative.

“400 years. That’s all I need.”

Once you break through a certain level of training, you become a superhuman.

Then, if you keep training for another 800 years, you can become the strongest in this world’s lore.

But I’m a reincarnator, armed with knowledge cheats.

If I monopolize the best growth routes and lucky encounters, I won’t even need 800 years.

400 years should be more than enough to become the final boss.

Honestly, 400 years is an easy goal.

More than enough time to dominate.

“Just wait, world!”

For the first time since my childhood days of role-playing in the playground, my heart pounded with excitement—

—”Duke! Dinner’s ready!”

But first, I need to grow up properly.

***

30 Years into Training to Become the Final Boss

I came across some information that completely upended my life.

It wasn’t just a minor mistake.

No, calling it a mistake wasn’t enough.

It was a massive mistake.

The world I was reincarnated into…

was not just the game’s universe.

Wait, no, it’s not that it’s not the game’s world… but it’s not not the game’s world…

Ugh, my head hurts.

I took a deep breath, trying to reassemble my scrambled thoughts.

This world isn’t just the setting of the action game I played.

To be precise, it’s the prequel world of a misunderstanding-based novel I once read.

“I Don’t Want to Be Emperor?”

As the title suggests, the protagonist of that novel is an emperor who wants to retire.

He doesn’t start as an emperor, though—he begins as a commoner with no connections and rises to the throne.

The novel’s plot goes like this:

1. A veteran strategy simulation gamer gets reincarnated into a character he created.

2. Due to a penalty, he has the Misfortune skill, but he also has an absurdly maxed-out Luck stat, creating a cursed synergy.

3. After getting swept up in a series of misunderstandings, he suddenly finds himself looking like an omnipotent emperor.

The way I realized this world was from I Don’t Want to Be Emperor?

Was absolutely ridiculous.

The old man I had been training under for 20 years… turned out to be a major character in the novel.

And his name?

“Why the hell is his name Peter?”

I’ve met over ten different Peters in this life already.

It’s such a common name that I never even thought to question it for twenty years.

After realizing that my mentor—who is still a young man now—is that Peter, I went home, buried my head in my pillow, and screamed.

And then I threw a punch at the innocent pillow, cursing the original author.

“You never mentioned this in the novel!!!”

I’m innocent.

The game had zero information connecting it to the novel’s setting.

Or, well, not exactly zero…

The author of the novel later got a job making games, and they happened to create this action game.

But making a connection between the two based on that alone would’ve been pure speculation.

“Okay, fine, there were a few hints…”

The game had Easter eggs referencing the novel.

And in the novel, there were a couple of fourth-wall-breaking jokes about the game.


But no one took those seriously as real connections between the two worlds.

“Who the hell would think that was an actual plot clue?!”

Therefore, my frustration is justified.

But no matter how unfair it feels, nothing will change now.

I quickly gathered my thoughts and organized the current situation.

One: I have been reincarnated into the world of the game.

Two: The point in time I exist in is far before the novel’s protagonist gets possessed.

Three: The original protagonist has two defining traits—he belongs to the misunderstanding genre and is a veteran of strategy simulation games.

Taking all this into account, I thought for a moment.

My deliberation was short, and my decision came quickly.

“If you can’t beat them, join them.”

My original goal was to become the absolute strongest in this world, an unbeatable force, and wreak havoc wherever I pleased.

I had planned to reign as the final boss, and if I found a protagonist I liked, I’d let them defeat me, change my identity, and set off in search of a new role to play.

But if this is the world of a misunderstanding-based protagonist, things are different.

“Scrap the plan to make my main character the Demon King.”

If I turn the world against me and miscalculate, touching the protagonist even by accident could be the end of me.

The misunderstanding genre is practically divine authority.

No matter how much effort, planning, or build-up I put in, everything will crumble before the protagonist’s sheer luck.

And I had another reason.

“Bitcoin is at its lowest—how can I not buy?”

If a price surge is guaranteed, how could I possibly pass it up?

I’m not that kind of guy.

Honestly, saying I’m afraid of opposing the protagonist is just an excuse—this is my real reason.

That said, I’m only abandoning the Demon King position, not the final boss concept.

“My new goal: the protagonist’s ultimate weapon.”

And his most absolutely trustworthy second-in-command.

“The protagonist needs power anyway.”

The original protagonist excels in internal affairs, strategy, and tactics, but he’s not particularly powerful.

For someone like him, a monstrous powerhouse like me would be indispensable.

“The goal is to be his second-in-command.”

The protagonist’s first companion, his narrative anchor, and the supporting character who deepens his misunderstandings.

“This kind of final boss sounds fun, too.”

A subversion of expectations, so to speak.

If you think about it, in most stories, the character who appears the most isn’t the number one—it’s the number two.

That’s why, in some works, the second-in-command is even more famous than the main character.

Since my goal is to be a cool, frequently appearing final boss, this might actually be a better role than before.

“At government meetings, I’ll just sit there with my arms crossed.”

I’ll dump all the internal affairs and tedious paperwork onto the protagonist and focus entirely on making stylish appearances.

The concept was decided.

A solemn, perfect, and enigmatic second-in-command.

“Ah, can’t forget to be utterly ruthless, too.”

And, of course, a charismatic, merciless force of nature.

Satisfied with my revised plan, I went to sleep.

***

From That Day On, I Took Immediate Action

The plan was solid.

“201 years.”

That’s how much time is left until the novel begins, based on my mentor’s current age.

“I have to be ready before the story starts.”

Once the original story begins, the protagonist’s companions will grow at an insane speed.

They’re already highly talented, but with the protagonist’s misfortune, resource management, and lucky encounters, their growth becomes completely absurd.

“Compared to them, my talent is…”

I don’t overestimate my abilities.

If I start at the same time as them, I wouldn’t even be a contender for second place—I’d barely make it into the ranks.

“200 years, huh…”

It’s risky.

Compared to my original 400-year plan, this is far too short.

400 years would have been comfortable, but 200 years?

That requires reckless measures.

Bone-crushing effort is the bare minimum—I might even have to risk my life.

I hesitated for a moment.

“Is it worth it?”

Yes.

This is my second life as a man—it’s worth staking everything on.

“No holding back.”

I had no intention of compromising.

Wasting time worrying was pointless, so I moved immediately.

The path to growth was brutal.

Since I avoided touching the novel’s lucky encounters and monopolized only the game’s, I inevitably made a lot of enemies.

And when I became a renowned superhuman in less than 100 years, existing superhumans saw me as a threat and tried to suppress me.

“I’m sorry, my disciple. But I warned you, didn’t I? In the world of superhumans, you must be willing to kill even your own child for enlightenment. Don’t resent me too much.”

“You wicked bastard! How dare you kill your own master to gain strength! Can you still call yourself human?! I’ll kill you and avenge him!”

“Your skills are high, but you haven’t been around long. Where did this delicious-looking prey come from?”

In the process of washing blood with blood just to survive, my relationships became complicated, and my past filled with stories.

But I didn’t mind.

In a world where people kill for power, I had no intention of wasting emotional energy on such shameless individuals.

“Positive mindset, positive mindset.”

I decided to treat all these conflicts as flavor for my second-in-command backstory.

Thinking like that, dealing with my enemies actually started feeling… fun.

Another 100 years passed like that.

At last, 200 years since I set my goal.

And only one year remained until the original story began.

I was ready to start my “Become the Protagonist’s First Companion” plan.

“I must be the first to meet and join him—no exceptions.”

First experiences are crucial to all humans.

And the title of first companion carries immense narrative weight, enough to compensate for any power differences.

So I crafted a meticulous plan.

“Meeting him before the main heroine… isn’t possible.”

I know the protagonist’s past, but the variables are too uncertain, and I risk derailing the original plot.

To meet him at the right time without causing disruptions, I had no choice but to encounter him around the same time as the main heroine.

“Sorry, friend, but I can’t give up being number two.”

I had to compromise on this point.

I had no interest in the main heroine’s spot, so she could have it.

But I would take the closest position to the protagonist.

Which meant… she’d have to settle for third place.

“As an apology, I’ll be your wingman.”

The timing was set.

Next was the location.

“The story starts in a mad scientist’s lab.”

The protagonist gets kidnapped and taken to a research facility, where he escapes and meets the main heroine, launching their adventure.

I planned to insert myself into that narrative.

“I’ll become a test subject first.”

The plan was simple.

Before the protagonist gets captured, I’ll already be there as a senior test subject.


Inside the lab, I’ll build camaraderie with him and escape together.

With that, I’ll secure the first companion title, making my second-in-command project halfway complete.

“Sorry, protagonist. Your first companion won’t be your love interest—it’ll be me.”

But don’t worry.

I’ll make sure you become emperor.



 
  Chapter 2 : The Birth of a Ruthless Final Boss(2)


Another Peaceful Day at the Human Trafficking Guild

Inside a massive building located in the heart of the city, slave hunters were busy selling the people they had captured.

The guild members then began sorting the captives:

Handsome elves were mostly sent to brothels.

Dwarves, who could endure underground conditions, were sent to the mines.

Strong and skilled beastkin were sent to the arena.

Like merchants sorting fruit at a market, the guild members classified the demi-humans without hesitation.

Throughout this entire process, neither the guild staff nor the slave traders showed any trace of guilt.

According to the culture established by the empire that ruled this land a hundred years ago, it was perfectly normal for pure humans to treat demi-humans as slaves.

If the demi-humans didn’t like it, they had two choices: flee to their own territory or become strong enough that no human could touch them.

In other words, weakness was a sin.

Most of the people here truly believed that.

However, they weren’t doing this because they particularly hated demi-humans.

The proof?

“Yes. You’ve been confirmed as a pure-blooded human. Please wait in that line for processing.”

They were simply doing this for money.

Whether someone was human or demi-human didn’t matter.

If they were weak, easy to handle, and valuable, they were sold.

People went about their daily lives in this place where buying and selling humans was just another business.

And today, a special guest arrived.

“Sound the alarm! We’re under attack! We’re under attaaaack!!”

Boom!

A guard burst through the front doors, his voice filled with urgency.

As the people inside looked on in confusion, a knight entered, sword in hand.

Covered head to toe in a suit of battered, rusted armor and wearing a dented helm, the knight looked utterly ragged.

The moment they saw the tattered red plume dangling from the knight’s helmet, everyone in the guild froze in shock.

“Shit! Why is that monster here?!”

“Damn it! We’re cursed! Run!!”

Amidst the growing chaos in the guild, the Red-Plumed Knight—Duke took a deep breath.

Hmph.

The stench of filthy criminals.

Buying and selling people?

These bastards’ karma scores must have hit negative long ago.

That meant Duke was free to do as he pleased.

No matter what he did to them, he would remain innocent.

However, he wasn’t here to dispense justice.

This is the guild that supplies test subjects to that mad scientist.

Technically, the man was classified as an arcane scholar, but Duke simply called him a scientist.

Not that it matters.

Casually disregarding the scholar’s identity, Duke focused on his plan.

First, he needed to be captured as a slave by this guild.

That was the only way he could become the scientist’s test subject.

However, as a wandering knight known far and wide as Duke Erwik, he couldn’t allow himself to be captured too easily.

He had to put up a desperate fight for justice before ultimately being subdued.

That way, his fall into darkness would seem justified, and no one would suspect a thing.

Clearing his throat, Duke spoke in a voice honed over a century of training—a voice filled with dignity.

“Your wicked deeds have finally led me here.”

He waited for the slavers’ reaction.

Whether they resisted, cursed at him, or tried to fight back, he was ready to respond.

But all he got was silence.

Huh.

Was that too cheesy?

Just as Duke was wondering if his dramatic entrance had flopped, one of the slavers finally broke the silence.

“A-Aaaaaah! Spare me! Mooooom!!!”

Fear spread like wildfire.

“Guards! Guards!! Shit, they ran away!”

“I’d rather die than be caught by him… Boss, I’m sorry! Grrk!”

“The Guildmaster’s making a run for it!”

Watching the sheer chaos unfold before him, Duke’s expression hardened.

All he did was show up, yet people were either fleeing or taking their own lives in terror.

It was honestly baffling.

Criminals really are spineless.

Sighing internally, Duke moved on to Plan B.

Plan B – A cornered rat bites the cat.

With a flick of his wrist, Duke sealed off every escape route.

Emergency exits collapsed, and desks and chairs were used to block windows.

No one was leaving.

Only then did the rats finally bare their teeth.

“Damn it! Release the bees!”

“Will that even work?”

“It’s that or we die!”

Listening to the Guildmaster and his henchmen, Duke smirked under his helm.

The rumors he had spread over the years were working perfectly.

Duke was allergic to bee venom.

The criminals had taken this information very seriously.

Almost there.

Duke prepared for the real battle.

He cut down the guards and enforcers charging at him with his worn sword.

He dodged a spear aimed at his side, snatched it, and threw it back.


Thunk!

Three men were impaled against the wall like kebabs, but Duke didn’t even glance at them as he continued his rampage.

Meanwhile, the summoners released their swarms of bees.

Duke acted as though he had no way to counter them.

The bees closed in.

Now!

Making sure the bees wouldn’t be blocked by his armor, Duke lowered his head just enough for an enemy’s greatsword to graze his helmet.

Clang!

His helmet was knocked clean off.

Immediately after, an ice spike shot toward him.

Duke raised his left gauntlet’s joint to take the hit.

Crunch!

The gauntlet shattered.

“We got him!”

The guards cheered, seeing pieces of his armor break away.

Meanwhile, Duke barely managed to suppress his grin.

Inside the helmet, he had been smiling freely, but now that his face was exposed, he had to focus on keeping his expression under control.

With his bare skin finally exposed, the bees began to sting him.

Of course, he didn’t just stand there.

To keep things believable, he pretended that his magic shield had been weakened in the chaos.

“Ugh…!”

He groaned in pain the moment he was stung.

At first, he kept swinging his sword, ignoring the venom.

But gradually, he started to focus more on avoiding the bees than fighting his enemies.

Five minutes later, his movements noticeably slowed.

“It’s working!”

The Slave Traders Cheered.

Duke, too, cheered in his heart.

After rampaging for about thirty minutes, he prepared for the grand finale.

‘I’m reaching my sword’s limit.’

In other words, it was time for the next phase of his performance.

He lunged at a massive warrior wielding a giant axe—someone he had been keeping an eye on for a while.

At the same time, the warrior’s partner, a hammer-wielding fighter, swung his weapon down from the side.

Duke, struggling to move properly, blocked the hammer with his sword.

Clang!

The sword, already at its limit, finally shattered.

Now unarmed, Duke stood with bare hands.

The axe warrior seized the moment and drove his weapon into Duke’s chest.

‘Just this deep!’

Right before impact, Duke concentrated his magic solely on his sternum, leaving his flesh and muscles unprotected.

A massive wound was carved into his chest—severe enough to look fatal but not life-threatening.

“Guh…!”

Biting down on a blood pouch hidden in his mouth, Duke spat out a mouthful of blood and staggered back to his feet.

With fierce eyes filled with determination, he scanned the criminals—until his gaze locked onto the Guildmaster, who had been safely observing from a distance.

The knight of justice steeled his resolve one last time and charged toward the root of all evil.

Magic spells rained down.

Arrows struck his body.

Guards and enforcers blocked his path.

But none of it mattered in the face of his unshakable determination.

Breaking through even the barriers in his way, Duke reached the Guildmaster’s very doorstep.

The Guildmaster, now pale with terror, fumbled to draw a musket pistol.

“I am Duke!!”

Like a knight charging toward a windmill, Duke roared and lunged at the Guildmaster.

The Guildmaster desperately stepped back and pulled the trigger.

“Hiiik!”

Bang!

The bullet pierced Duke’s chest.

That single shot halted his final charge.

Just as his outstretched hand nearly grabbed the Guildmaster’s throat—

Thud.

The knight finally succumbed to reality and collapsed.

“Huff… Huff…!”

The Guildmaster gasped for air, slumping to the floor in relief.

Meanwhile, Duke, lying motionless with his eyes closed, allowed a faint, nearly imperceptible smile to form.

‘That was a damn good performance.’

With that, his plan to become a slave had succeeded flawlessly.

At that moment, the Guildmaster, loosening his tight tie, glanced down at Duke.

“Is he really down?”

‘Hey, don’t say lines like that. It makes me want to get back up.’

Barely suppressing the urge to react, Duke remained “unconscious” until the cold iron shackles were locked around his neck.

***

The News of Duke Becoming a Slave Spread Like Wildfire

Throughout the underworld, whispers and rumors run rampant.

Those who bore grudges against him, those who were simply intrigued—many different figures scrambled to buy him.

But this wasn’t the situation Duke wanted.

His goal was to be sold to the scientist.

Thus, he moved on to the next phase of his plan.

It wasn’t even that difficult.

“Huff! He’s trying to escape!”

“Get the bees! The bees!!!”

As long as he wasn’t sold before the scientist arrived, all was well.

Whenever he was about to be auctioned off, he put on an escape act.

If someone did end up buying him, he simply broke their spine.

‘Strength solves everything.’

If something wasn’t solved, it only meant he lacked enough strength.

After pulling off the same stunt about eleven times, Duke had transformed into the ultimate cliché seen in novels.

A slave of immense value—highly coveted yet too difficult to control, causing his price to plummet.

And then, after six months of captivity, his plan finally bore fruit.

The scientist, who had been steadily attending auctions for months, finally managed to purchase Duke within his budget.

“It worked!”

According to his calculations, there were still six months left before he would meet the protagonist.

Now, all that was left was simple.

He just had to endure the scientist’s experiments for half a year.

It wasn’t even that dangerous or difficult.

He would withstand whatever he could, and if something genuinely life-threatening came up, he would stage another escape act.

Gazing up at the ceiling, Duke was genuinely moved by the success of his long-term plan.

“See that, heavens? I did it!”

He shot a triumphant sneer at the nonexistent gods above before clearing his throat.

Now that he had been sold, it was time to deliver the classic knightley line.

“Though my body may be bound, my spirit shall never break.”

A phrase nearly every knight uttered upon being captured.

Its female counterpart was “Kuh… Just kill me.” But that was a line exclusive to female characters, so he skipped it.

“Alright, bring on the experiments!”

Duke eagerly awaited the scientist’s reaction.

However, what happened next was completely unexpected.

Click.

The sound of a key turning.

His shackles and collar were undone without any resistance.

“???”

As Duke blinked in confusion, the scientist—Retor—spoke.

“You’re free now.”

“???”

“If it bothers you that much, would you mind assisting me instead?”

The elderly scientist smiled warmly.

Who Was Retor?

Retor was a somewhat exceptional but radical scientist.

He believed that raising humanity’s potential was worth a few sacrifices.

If he could develop a drug that enhanced the latent abilities of future generations, then the sacrifice of a few hundred in the present was a small price to pay.

If there was a way to break the wall that blocked superhumans, then cutting through the masses of thousands of ordinary people would be a small price to pay.

If he could find a technique to reverse the aging of those who reached enlightenment too late, then using an entire village’s worth of elderly as materials was only rational.

Under this belief, he had committed every act without hesitation, consistently sharing his research results with other superhumans.

And then, one day, Duke appeared—a specimen he simply could not refuse.

“If I succeed in unraveling that man’s genes, magic, and soul, humanity will take a step forward.”

A wandering knight who traveled across the kingdom, leaving behind countless legends and tales of valor.

If he could uncover that knight’s secrets, humanity would undoubtedly advance.

Even fate seemed to be on Retor’s side.

Originally, Duke’s price was far beyond what Retor could afford.

However, due to repeated escape attempts and the murder of previous buyers, his value had significantly dropped.

“This is a divine revelation.”

Believing this to be fate’s decree, Retor purchased Duke.

“Though my body may be bound, my spirit shall never break.”

Duke, now bought, glared at Retor.

For a brief moment, flashes of Duke’s past actions played in Retor’s mind.

A man who had torn a corrupt noble and his guards in half at an auction house.

A cold shiver ran down his spine, but he maintained a calm expression.

“The methods used by others until now were too reckless.”

Retor had no intention of repeating the mistakes of those foolish predecessors.

As a rational scientist, he chose a different approach.

“I will treat him as an equal partner.”

From the beginning, he had never planned to dissect Duke’s body or crack open his skull.

This wasn’t a one-time experiment—why would he kill the goose that lays golden eggs?

Harming Duke would only be a loss for humanity.

Instead of killing him, it was far more beneficial to periodically extract his blood, magic, and fragments of his soul for research.

As a first step, Retor decided to earn his trust.

“You’re free now.”

“…”

“If it truly bothers you, would you mind assisting me?”

Duke remained silent in response to Retor’s question.

Waiting anxiously, Retor wondered, ‘What is he thinking?’

But Duke, in reality, was thinking something entirely different.

“Come on, you’re not that kind of guy. You’re just getting soft. Not like that means you won’t kill me later anyway…”


In Duke’s mind, there was no place for Retor in his so-called “washing machine”—his method of filtering people into those worth sparing and those who weren’t.

Unaware of this, Retor mistook Duke’s silence for agreement and led him into the laboratory.

And then, a few months later—

The protagonist Duke had been waiting for all this time—

Rex entered the room next door.



 
  Chapter 3 : The Birth of a Ruthless Final Boss(3)


Rex.

30 years old, single.

He is highly competent and has decent looks, but as a commoner with no prestigious family background, he has nothing to boast about.

Rex’s memories began as an ordinary gamer born in South Korea in 2178.

Hell & Cry: Eternal Conquest – Online—or simply Hell Online—was a strategy simulation game that gained prominence as soon as full-dive VR technology was introduced.

This game supported full-dive devices through their transition period and remained popular well into its golden age, becoming a legend among veteran gamers.

Rex was one of those veteran gamers.

By day, he suppressed his individuality to function as a cog in the societal machine.

By night, he lay down in his capsule, closed his eyes, and woke up in the game world.

The day he found himself in another world was no different from any other.

He set his capsule to sleep mode, dozed off, and woke up in Hexion Online with a new character.

The only difference was—he couldn’t log out.

“Hmm? My dream is lasting unusually long today.”

Full-dive technology was based on lucid dreaming.

Occasionally, players would experience a rare phenomenon where the transition from game to dream made it feel like they couldn’t log out.

In such cases, all they had to do was stay calm and naturally wake up.

However, after pinching his cheek, checking the time, and—eventually—getting beaten half to death by some alley thugs, Rex finally realized the truth.

“Ah.”

He had transmigrated.

At first, he was bewildered, but he quickly adapted.

Ironically, in this new world, he was more respected than in reality, where individuality was erased in the name of equality.

Loving games was natural for someone like him.

Thus, without a hint of regret, Rex resolved to live in this world.

From the information he gathered, this world wasn’t a game world.

While the rules and physics were similar, the geography, place names, and history were completely different.

It was disappointing, but not a major problem.

Because he had brought the game system with him.

A simulation-game-like interface that appeared before his eyes, allowing him to assess heroes and people, and issue commands directly into their minds.

With such a system, he had nothing to fear—except the unknown future.

Upon realizing his situation, Rex was ecstatic.

The simulation game system—what he conveniently called the interface—was incredibly useful.

He became the youngest student to enter the Royal Academy’s Military Department in the Esirik Kingdom.

He accelerated a 20-year curriculum into 12 years by skipping grades.

He never once lost the top spot in his class.

Upon graduation, his leadership skills were recognized, and he was immediately hired as a strategist for a city.

He was on the elite of the elite path and had no doubts about his bright future.

‘I’ll buy a house in my name, maybe take two or three wives, have kids, and live a happy life.’

Rex was an ambitious yet pragmatic man.

With his abilities, living a slow life would be a waste, but he also didn’t want a bloody, chaotic existence.

“With great power comes great responsibility.”

Rex knew he was capable of serving as a strategist in the royal capital, but the weight of such responsibility was too much for a man like him.

So, he chose to be a city’s strategist—a position that was still lucrative but allowed for a peaceful life.

He had no desire to swing his command baton in the middle of a battlefield drenched in blood.

‘I’ll earn some merit in the city first, then…’

But his happy plans were short-lived.

“I should’ve stayed low-key!!”

A commoner with no backing topping the academy and setting a record for youngest graduate?

That naturally drew resentment from noble families.

Sure, he had been a little arrogant during his teenage years.

Sure, he had wanted to show off his cheat abilities a little.

Most of all, he enjoyed the admiring gazes of female students.

But he hadn’t thought about the consequences.

On his way to his new post after graduation, his carriage was attacked, a bag was thrown over his head, and he was kidnapped.

And when he came to, he found himself in the laboratory of a scientist who introduced himself as Retor.

Wouldn’t the city’s mayor send troops to find a missing strategist?

Of course not.

In this world, it wasn’t uncommon for officers and strategists to disappear while traveling.

Being dragged away by a tiger—or, more realistically, an orc—was just another hazard of the job.

And besides, that mayor was probably in on it.

Thus, Rex’s grand adventure in another world began…

in a mad scientist’s laboratory.

“My cheat-powered harem life…!!”

Forget a harem—he was about to be turned into some multi-gendered Frankenstein.

“I have cheat abilities! I have a handsome face! How is this fair?!”

In truth, it was because of his cheating abilities and good looks that he ended up in this mess.

But there was no one around to point that out.

“If I had known I’d be reborn, I wouldn’t have picked the bad luck penalty during character creation!!!”

He had chosen the harshest penalty to increase his potential stats, and now he regretted it.

“Oh, gods…”

Rex wasn’t religious, nor did he believe in gods.

But he prayed anyway.

Of course, there was no answer.

So, he accepted reality.

“Sigh. I really should’ve stayed low-key.”

Hah.

I should have either built up my strength or played politics.

Back at the academy, I couldn’t understand why my peers spent their time scheming instead of studying.

But now, I finally understood the deeper meaning behind it.

‘No wonder the curriculum lasted 20 years but only had morning classes.’


I had been so absorbed in learning strategy and tactics that I ignored my surroundings, and now, karma had come back to bite me.

Or maybe, I had just overestimated the moral integrity of this world.

Thwack!

Just as Rex was reminiscing about his past regrets, a dull impact sent a jolt of electricity through his skull.

“Ugh!”

Rex glared at the one who had struck him.

‘Damn savage! This is why I can’t stand demi-humans. What if they damage my precious brain?’

The one who had hit him was a large goblin, roughly the same height as Rex.

Their pumpkin-colored eyes locked onto his.

“Get your act together, you useless human!”

Rex found it infuriating that a mere goblin would call him that.

But he couldn’t fight back.

Level 48.

That meant this monster was strong enough to take down the personal knights of a mid-ranking noble.

Dr. Retor assigned ranks based on the results of his experiments, and judging by its level, this goblin was one of Retor’s “moderate successes.”

Rex, on the other hand, was a complete failure.

No matter what experiments were conducted on him, there was no observed increase in his abilities.

That was why he had been labeled a failure.

Normally, he would have been discarded. But thanks to his skillful flattery and political maneuvering, he had managed to secure a position as an errand boy.

“Get back to your room, failure! Kek!”

Being treated with such contempt even by a goblin stung Rex’s pride as a human.

“What are you looking at, huh? Kek. You wanna die?”

As the goblin pointed its spear at him, Rex instinctively lowered his head.

Unlike the goblin, Rex was a rational and pragmatic person.

Pride was something he could easily discard if necessary.

Without further resistance, he obediently returned to his room.

But being an errand boy didn’t mean he was given a nice room.

He was still stuck in the same solitary confinement cell he had been assigned as an experiment.

A three-pyeong room with only a desk and a bed.

Lying down on his bed, Rex ignored the goblin standing outside, keeping watch over him.

Instead, he opened a translucent interface window.

No one else could see it, and it was fully operable with just his gaze, so there was no risk in using it openly.

‘Idiot.’

Rex smirked at the goblin glaring at him through the bars.

Not just the goblin—he sneered at Dr. Retor as well, who still thought of him as a failure.

Because in truth, he wasn’t a failure.

He was an overwhelming success.

‘Should I be grateful for this…?’

Thanks to Retor’s experiments, his interface had evolved.

His new ability?

Perfect memory.

Technically, his interface had gained annotation, memo, and search functions, but for all intents and purposes, it was identical to perfect memory.

At one point, he had debated reporting it to the scientists.

But he had no interest in fulfilling Retor’s ambitions.

So, he chose to hide it, even if it meant continuing to play the role of a failure.

‘Just a little longer…’

Rex had no intention of spending his life in this hellhole.

One day, he would escape—

***

“Kek! Get up, you lazy maggot! It’s morning!”

The shrill voice of an annoying goblin snapped Rex awake.

‘What the hell? When did I fall asleep?’

Another day began.

After finishing his daily tasks, Rex returned to his room.

Lying on his bed, he checked the time on his interface.

10:00.

For some reason, his interface had a built-in clock function.

After confirming the time, Rex pressed his ear against the door.

‘The guards… are asleep.’

No matter how strong goblins got, their nature never changed.

Satisfied, Rex sat on his bed and carefully placed a sheet of paper on his creaky desk.

Using a stolen piece of charcoal, he wrote a note.

Once finished, he felt along the wall of his cell, searching for a small hole.

Then, he gently slid the note inside.

This was a routine he had maintained for months.

Whenever he got his hands on coal and paper, he exchanged notes with the experiment in the next cell.

But he couldn’t write long messages.

[A? I had meat today.]

It was just a lump of leftover scraps, but it still counted as a special meal.

Rex waited for a reply from A.

He didn’t know A’s name, gender, voice, or appearance.

Yet, there was a bond between them.

But no reply came.

Sigh…

Rex let out an unconscious sigh.

He recalled the rumor from a week ago—A had been sold to another slaver.

Ever since then, there had been no response.

Realistically, he knew he wouldn’t get a reply.

And if he kept slipping notes into an empty room, there was a high risk that a new experiment would eventually find out.

But loneliness was more painful than a beating.

So, despite the irrationality of his actions, he couldn’t stop.

Sigh…

Turning away from the left wall, Rex started feeling along the right.

There was another small hole.

Sliding in a new note, he wrote:

[D, are you still alive?]

A quick response came back.

[I’m still holding on, R.]

Thankfully, D was still there.

Rex thought about the experiment D was enduring.

D was being tested to see if a human could survive without food.

From what Rex had heard, D hadn’t eaten or even had water for over six months.

Recalling this, Rex measured the hole’s size.

It started as wide as three fingers but tapered to a slit just big enough for a piece of paper.

Confirming this, he carefully wrote another note.

[Just wait a little longer. It’s almost through.]

Then, like always, he started chipping away at the hole with a stolen fork.

Fifteen days later, it finally happened.

The slit had become a full-fledged hole.

Rex, exhilarated, scribbled a note.

[Drink up, D.]

Without waiting for a reply, he rolled up a piece of paper into a straw and inserted it through the hole.

On the other side, he attached a stolen water bottle to the end.

Slurp—

The water level started dropping.

Once the bottle was empty, the straw disappeared into the next cell.

Moments later, the note returned, now with D’s response on the back.

[Do you want to see the sunlight, R?]

Rex hesitated.

For D to ask such a thing at this moment… it likely meant he had a plan.

Rex had his own escape strategy.

But first, he decided to hear D out.

[What’s your plan?]

But D’s answer was far beyond his expectations.

BOOM!

KUEEEK!

The doors of the next cell exploded outward, followed by the death screams of two goblins.

The sickening sound of bodies being crushed.

The lab-wide alarm blaring.

– BLEEAGH! CODE BLLEEEEAGH!!! ALL UNITS TO YOUR POSITIONS!

A troll’s voice bellowed in panic.

As Rex stood frozen in shock, his own cell door was ripped off its hinges.

Beyond the missing door, Rex finally saw D’s face.

A towering, two-meter man with a scruffy beard and unkempt hair, looking like a wild beast.

D—no, Duke—grinned.


“R. Nice to finally meet you. Got anything to eat?”

Still overwhelmed, Rex nodded and handed him some bread.

Duke tossed it into his mouth and smirked.

‘It finally begins.’

200 years of effort had finally paid off.



 
  Chapter 4 : Duke! Set out!


The first time Rex saw the human known as D, he was more of a wild man than a civilized one.

It was only natural.

A man who had arrived at the research facility before Rex and had been starved for half a year couldn’t possibly have had the luxury of grooming or a haircut.

Yet, despite his ragged appearance, D’s masculinity remained undeniable.

If Rex had been a woman, he might have fallen for him at first sight.

But Rex was a man with a normal sexual orientation, an introvert who preferred to hide in a corner whenever he saw a social butterfly.

So when D tore the door open and immediately demanded bread, all Rex could do was nod in response.

“Mm…”

Duke brought the bread to his mouth.

Having his first meal in half a year, his salivary glands started working intensely.

He wanted nothing more than to devour the bread in one bite.

However, since he had set himself up as a dignified knight, he suppressed his hunger with extraordinary willpower and began eating with grace.

“Mm…”

Inside, his mind was bursting with excitement—something like, It’s been 200 years, nice to meet you again! or This is my first meal in half a year, and it’s incredible!—but on the outside, he remained the very image of a noble knight.

As Duke slowly ate, Rex examined his level.

Not through the system, but with this world’s appraisal magic.

Appraisal magic, along with clairvoyance and telepathy, was one of the fundamental spells taught to officer cadets.

The amount of mana emission… the weight of his presence felt from his soul…

Of course, it wasn’t as simple as a “ding!” and a number appearing.

The process relied on a set of criteria refined over thousands of years, requiring mental calculations.

For Rex, the top student and youngest graduate of the military academy, this magic was hardly a challenge.

Level… 33? That’s quite high.

It was a level sufficient to serve as a high-ranking knight in a respectable domain.

However, Rex didn’t trust appraisal magic.

Just as it had developed over thousands of years, so had methods to deceive it.

To Rex, appraisal magic was nothing more than an alibi.

It existed to prevent people from questioning, How did you know my level?—a cover for his true ability, the Interface Skill.

Now, let’s get to the main part.

Having established a legitimate reason for knowing Duke’s abilities, Rex immediately used his possession-based privilege.

“Access.”

That was what he called it—not appraisal, but access.

As soon as he activated his skill, a translucent window displayed Duke’s personal details.

Name: Duke Erwik

Age: 247

Race: Human

Level: 33(?)

[Combat Stats]

Intelligence: 34(?)

Dexterity: 38(?)

Willpower: 34(?)

Strength: 40(?)

[Leadership Stats]

Potential: A

Charisma: A

Command: C

Politics: C

Charm: A

[Personality Traits]

<Loyalty (Inactive)>

<Nobility A>

<Passion A> 

<Indomitable Will S>

 <Madness S+>

[Relationship]

Friendly

Rex’s attention immediately went to the question marks next to Duke’s level and stats.

Just like the headmaster.

That old monster from the academy had been the same.

There were rare cases of people who could even deceive the Interface, but it didn’t surprise him.

There were ways to bypass such deception as well.

No need to worry about that for now.

Rex estimated Duke’s true level to be in the 60s, meaning a 6th-tier combatant.

The fact that the modified goblins, who were 4th-tier, had been slaughtered without resistance made it clear.

There’s no way a 7th-tier would be locked up in this lab.

7th-tier beings were essentially dragons.

A being of that caliber wouldn’t just sit still and let itself be imprisoned.

Let’s assume level 65…

As he scrolled through Duke’s profile, Rex analyzed his abilities.

Then, his eyes landed on a certain word—one he absolutely could not overlook.

<Madness S+>

??????

Even in Hell Online, he had never seen such a value.

The most infamous, uncontrollable mustachioed madman hero in the game had Madness S—but this was S+?

S Plus????

The “Madness” trait didn’t mean someone grinned like a clown.

It signified how far a person was willing to break societal norms to achieve their goals—or rather, how much their mind had been warped.

It could be acquired naturally or through external factors, but one thing was always certain:

It was a guaranteed sign of a broken mind.

A clear warning:


“Do not engage.”

Rex’s face twisted in horror.

The realization that his next-door roommate was a lunatic beyond imagination—and that he had casually exchanged letters with said lunatic—was staggering.

But the letters seemed normal???

Rex tried to piece together Duke’s background.

The most plausible theory was that half a year of starvation had driven him mad.

His other personality traits—<Nobility A>, <Passion A>, and <Indomitable Will S>—supported this theory.

Was he originally meant to become something like this world’s Demon King?

The story practically wrote itself.

Before meeting Rex, Duke had likely been ground down by the world’s injustices.

His nobility, passion, and indomitable will kept him going, but half a year of starvation had been enough to break him.

In the end, his madness had exploded.

Somehow, he’ll escape the lab and rise as a Demon King.

It was like a light novel unfolding before his eyes.

With that conclusion in mind, Rex cautiously spoke to Duke.

“Uh…”

“Your name is…”

…He tried to speak.

But as soon as he parted his lips, no voice came out.

Rex’s lower jaw began to tremble.

His inferiority complex from being a commoner had already given him social anxiety at the academy.

And after being betrayed by his peers and the mayor who hired him, that anxiety turned into distrust of people.

Thinking back, he had never actually spoken to goblins before—he had just kept his thoughts to himself.

As a result of all these compounded issues, Rex was…

“Ugh… Now that I’m actually trying to speak, it’s terrifying…”

A severe case of communication disorder.

In other words, a “mental illness package” combining social phobia, panic disorder, mild depression, and more.

Rex nervously rolled his eyes and pulled out a piece of paper.

Using a piece of charcoal, he carefully wrote out a sentence.

Then, with a trembling hand, he held the note out toward Duke, who was dining with elegance.

“P-Please look at this…”

“?”

Duke brushed the crumbs off his hands and took the note.

[Name…]

The moment Duke saw that single word, he smiled.

‘Playing dumb even though he knows, huh.’

Duke already knew Rex’s abilities.

He had likely already checked his real name and level.

But without showing any sign of it, Duke simply nodded and introduced himself.

“Duke Erwik.”

Rex nodded and handed over another note.

[Rex. No surname.]

“Rex, then.”

Rex gave a small nod and wrote another word in the remaining space of the note.

[Request.]

“Of course.”

Rex tilted his head, confused, then wrote directly on the wall instead of wasting more paper.

[I haven’t even told you what the request is…]

Before he could finish writing, Duke responded.

“If it’s a request from my benefactor, I will grant it, no matter what.”

At that, Rex hesitated before finally writing his request.

[In that case… would you like to form a temporary contract with me?]

Duke almost burst out laughing.

The way it was phrased reminded him of a certain white, shifty creature offering a magical girl contract.

But unlike those scam artists, the Rex in front of him was an honest contractor.

“Let’s make our oath right away.”

Duke kneeled on the spot.

“Guaaaahk!”

A goblin from the reinforcements let out an amphibian-like death cry.

The reinforcements had arrived after hearing the commotion on Rex’s floor, but they were immediately swept away like fallen leaves before Duke.

“You shall not pass this corridor.”

Duke stood guard in front of the hallway where Rex was held, slaughtering the incoming reinforcements.

As Duke rampaged through the goblins, Rex crouched inside his solitary cell, watching it unfold on a screen.

“Wow…”

It wasn’t the first time he had seen a hero fight.

Even in games, he had controlled battles like this before, so it wasn’t particularly new.

But Duke’s rampage was… an art form.

Rex didn’t know much about magic or martial arts,but even he could see that Duke’s movements were precise to an extreme degree.

His sword never swung in vain.

His footwork was never wasted.

The magic he used was always aimed at vital points, deployed only at the bare minimum necessary.

If one were to depict “the beauty of restraint” through combat, it would look exactly like Duke’s fighting style.

“I don’t know his level, but his skills are the real deal…”

Rex felt a deep sense of awe at Duke’s mastery.

And that was exactly Duke’s intention.

“Since this is my first battle in front of him, I need to make a strong impression.”

To ensure that Rex had no choice but to rely on him, Duke meticulously calculated every move as he annihilated the reinforcements.

Crunch.

Duke caught a goblin’s axe with his bare hand, then struck its throat with his elbow, killing it instantly.

Then, sensing arrows flying toward his back, he stopped them mid-air with telekinesis—before casually flicking them back at the archers.

“Fall back! Fall back!!!”

Faced with a single hero, the reinforcements did the opposite of reinforcing—they scrambled to flee.

But Duke did not permit their retreat.

Creak—

As he raised his hand, the ceiling groaned ominously.

Boom!

With a thunderous crash, the ceiling collapsed, blocking off their escape route entirely.

Trapped with no way out, the goblins turned around in terror.

Step.

Step.

A human-shaped reaper was moving through their ranks, slaughtering them one by one at a measured pace.

Terror spread like a disease, infecting the entire unit.

“Aaaah! Open it! Let me out!”

Panic-stricken, the goblins broke formation, only to be picked off one by one.

Watching this unfold on the screen, Rex couldn’t help but clap.

“Damn, that’s satisfying.”

For the goblins, it was a nightmare.

But for Rex—who had suffered under them for two months—it was poetic justice.

Sure, it was a little scary even from behind the screen,but it was also incredibly cathartic.

As Rex continued cheering for Duke’s slaughter, the man himself returned to Rex’s solitary cell, stepping over the corpses.

“Do you have any further orders?”

Rex summoned a semi-transparent typewriter in mid-air and began typing.

Click-clack-clack.

Ding!

[First, please open this door.]

Duke received the message in his mind.

Along with it, a translucent arrow appeared, pointing toward a specific direction.

Duke followed the arrow until his gaze landed on a door outlined in red.

It was the room next to Rex’s.

“Understood.”

With telekinesis, Duke effortlessly ripped the door off its hinges.

Rex quickly scurried out of his cell and into the newly opened room.

“A…”

He had to check.

Just in case A was still there.

But what greeted him was only a pile of unanswered notes he had sent over the past two weeks.

Thinking about his nameless, faceless, voiceless friend, Rex felt a pang of sadness.

Just then, Duke pointed to the corner.

Following Duke’s gesture, Rex’s eyes widened.

A shoe.

Rex carefully picked it up and turned to Duke.

“Could this be… A’s?”

“The chances are high.”

Duke knew about A.

After all, he had occasionally communicated with A through Rex.

Rex and Duke locked eyes.

Their goal was clear.

“Duke. Let’s get out of here first.”

Even Rex’s speech became firmer with newfound resolve.

And Duke fully supported that resolve.

“We just need to match this shoe to its owner, find someone who recognizes it, and find someone who knows both you and A.”

Duke recited the exact method Rex had used in the original storyline.

(Of course, he did it just to sound knowledgeable.)

Thanks to that, Rex’s determination became even stronger.

“Duke. I’m counting on you.”

Following Rex’s orders, Duke stepped outside the prison block.

But…

[…Can I just stay in my cell and give orders from here?]

Barely three seconds after stepping out, Rex tried to scurry back inside.

Watching his “three-second resolve” shatter, Duke barely held back a chuckle.

“Yeah. This is exactly the kind of guy he is.”

But Duke knew exactly how to handle him.


“Are you sure about that?”

[What do you mean?]

“Right now, it’s just a single corridor. But as we go lower, there will be more guards. If I miss any, they’ll come after you, and I won’t be able to protect you.”

The reply took a noticeably long time.

[I’ll follow. From a distance.]



 
  Chapter 5 : Perfect! Ruthless! Duke Erwik! (1/2)


The Mad Scientist’s Laboratory was a kind of vast city and fortress.

Inside the walled city, numerous research buildings existed, and Dr. Retor was its ruler.

The old man claimed to be a scholar and insisted that the city be called a “laboratory,” but in reality, he was both its mayor and its dictator.

Rex and Duke were merely imprisoned in one of those research buildings.

After escaping from Building S, the two did not head straight to Dr. Retor.

Instead, they moved toward another research facility.

[There must be others imprisoned like us. Let’s free them.]

Rex’s abilities specialized in command.

Thus, the more troops he secured—not just Duke—the stronger he would grow, exponentially so.

In short, Rex wanted to free others in the same situation as him and Duke so they could fight together.

Duke hesitated at those words.

“Hmm… Is he worried about our combat strength?”

Duke was confident he could escape this lab on his own if he wanted to.

“Escape? I could turn the whole lab into rubble and just walk out.”

However, after some thought, Duke obediently followed Rex’s suggestion.

There was no real reason to refuse.

Fighting with a group was much more convenient than fighting alone.

Besides…

“This is following the original storyline after all.”

He also wanted to keep things as close to the original story’s flow as possible.

“Originally, Rex escaped without me.”

The Rex from the original story did not need Duke.

He had moved around the research buildings, running errands, forming bonds with various test subjects.

When enough connections were made, he incited a full-scale rebellion within the laboratory.

The test subjects who followed Rex were often referred to as “failures,” but through his overwhelming command ability, he successfully defeated the “successful” test subjects.

It was an example of Rex’s sheer overpowered nature—how he could cover gaps in individual combat power purely through leadership.

[If I tell them you sent me, they’ll follow.]

Since Rex had already prepared for this in advance—even before Duke had made his move—there would be no problems.

Duke willingly acted as Rex’s envoy and headed to another detention area.

[They should be just beyond this iron door.]

Their destination was Building C, the area with the most test subjects.

It was also where Rex had frequently gone to deliver food rations.

Without a word, Duke nodded and gave the iron door a slight push.

Unsurprisingly, it didn’t budge.

[It’s no use. This place was designed to prevent riots. Fortunately, I confirmed that there are siege bombs stored in the warehouse of Building D, so we can—]

Before Rex could even finish his sentence, Duke raised his hand.

While Rex was still processing what was happening, Duke took a stance and brought his hand down in a sword-like motion.

BOOOOM!

The massive iron door—sturdy enough to withstand siege weapons—split cleanly in half.

Rex’s jaw dropped, just like the door.

“Hmph. How’s that?”

Duke did his best to suppress his satisfaction and pretended to remain indifferent.

Rex was speechless at Duke’s blatant attempt to impress his future superior.

“He’s not even trying to hide his power anymore.”

At the very least, if Duke had hidden his strength to the level of a mere third-tier warrior, it would have seemed like he was making an effort.

But at this rate, Rex had no idea why Duke even bothered concealing his level in the first place.

“What kind of person was he in the past?”

Rex grew increasingly curious about Duke’s history, but he suppressed his curiosity and moved on to the next objective.

[Now, let’s gather our allies.]

Not long after Rex and Duke stormed into Building C, the entire laboratory fell into chaos.

Through Duke, Rex proposed temporary contracts to several test subjects, forming an army of a little over 300 “failures.”

The average ranking of these failures was around the second or third tier.

To ordinary citizens, they would be considered strong.

However, in this city—where even goblins could reach the fourth tier—they were little more than failures.

“Hmm… No heroes in sight.”

Rex was slightly disappointed as he observed his newly assembled army.

Among the recruited failures, there were no special units classified as “heroes.”

In mobile game terms, it was like not having any 4-star or 5-star characters.

Heroes weren’t simply a matter of strength or tier; they were defined by talent and potential, making the criteria ambiguous.

If one had to define it, a hero was someone who could be the protagonist of a story.

“Well, heroes can be created too.”

Since many heroes awakened later through specific quests or conditions, it wasn’t a big deal.

Besides, considering he had already recruited Duke—a game-breaking, endgame-level hero—asking for more would just be greedy.

Rex issued orders to the golden marker bearing a blue dot and Duke’s face.

[Charge straight toward Building A!]

With that command, the army began their charge.

“Normally, I’d have to be more cautious…”

But with a monster unit like Duke, there was no need for any elaborate strategies.

Strategies and tactics were all about proper application.

A charge might seem like a crude order, but if the breakthrough force was overwhelming, it became the most efficient strategy.

Especially with Duke leading the charge—it was actually the best way to minimize casualties.

Soon, the doctor’s army of successful test subjects clashed with Duke’s army of failures.

The result?

“This is Duke we’re talking about. Of course we win.”

By this point, Duke had long since become the kind of cheat-tier hero that games give players in the tutorial to teach them the controls.

The type of hero that wins even if you try to lose.

(And the type that conveniently gets taken away right after the tutorial ends.)

Rex monitored the battlefield, observing different screens.

Then, on Duke’s screen, a massive red bipedal lizard blocked his path.


At the same time, a dice icon appeared in the corner of the screen.

“A duel!”

When hero-tier units clashed, a one-on-one duel event would trigger.

The outcome of this duel would affect the overall morale of the battlefield, making it a critical moment.

“If I recall, that lizard was… fifth-tier.”

Since he couldn’t directly check enemy stats, Rex relied on his memory.

After running some calculations, he assigned Duke to fight the lizard.

“A 65? Maybe even higher.”

Responding to Rex’s command, Duke—who had been fighting barehanded—borrowed a spare iron sword from a nearby soldier.

On Rex’s screen, a 24-sided die began to roll.

Against the lizard, a roll of 20 or higher was needed for a successful attack.

“Unlike in the game, time doesn’t pause here.”

As Rex pondered this, the result appeared.

2.

A failure.

But Rex didn’t feel disappointed just yet.

Hero abilities had modifiers, and the total sum of the roll and bonuses mattered more.

“Duke’s modifier is…”

+40.

“Huh?”

While Rex was making a dumb noise, Duke’s iron sword sliced through the lizard’s neck.

Duke’s rampage continued.

Magic check.

Critical success.

The heads of the modified troll squad exploded all at once.

Swordsmanship check.

Critical success.

The mithril golem was neatly diced.

Command check.

Critical success.

The soldiers, who had been terrified upon encountering the Eldritch, listened to Duke’s speech and became berserkers.

 “For our lord!!”

Rex, however, missed the final cry because he was focused on another screen.

Although he felt like something strange had slipped in along the way, he brushed it off as his imagination and nodded.

‘Ah, this is nice.’

He regretted the time he had spent over the past month running errands, planning sabotage, and setting up guerrilla routes, but now that it had come to this, he felt at ease.

‘As expected, charging head-on is better than twisting my whole body around.’

Grateful for his encounter with the broken-tier hero, Duke, Rex stepped into the breached research facility.

Duke’s Perspective

Following Rex’s orders, we headed further into the research facility.

The test subjects, who had initially been startled by Rex’s abilities, quickly adapted and soon began to revere him.

“Could Rex be a messenger of the gods?”

“No, he’s an Iron Man. A true iron-willed warrior.”

“He is beyond human… no, he is Übermensch.”

“Hoo… A military force built on contracts… How interesting.”

While the test subjects shared their thoughts, I glanced at the corner of my vision.

‘It feels like I’m seeing something completely different from what they are.’

To me, Rex’s orders and abilities appeared like a quest log, minimap, and UI elements from an FPS game.

Targets to destroy had red outlines, those to protect had green ones, and arrows pointed the way forward.

But when I listened to the other soldiers, they described it as being guided by fireflies, with Rex’s voice echoing in their heads.


‘Is it because I’m a reincarnator?’

If this difference ever exposed the fact that I was reincarnated, it could be dangerous.

So, I took this opportunity to study the differences carefully.

Even while I was analyzing the situation, Rex’s commands kept coming.





 
  Chapter 5 : Perfect! Ruthless! Duke Erwik! (2/2)


As I followed them all, I couldn’t help but admire his command ability.

‘Even if I had his powers, I wouldn’t be able to use them this well.’

At a glance, Rex’s ability seemed broken, but in reality, it was just that Rex, the pilot, was the real cheat.

Reality isn’t a turn-based game.

Enemies don’t wait for Rex to make a decision, nor is there a pause button.

On top of that, he doesn’t just issue simple movement and attack commands—he has to identify threats, pinpoint weaknesses, and provide specific instructions.

The difficulty level is exponentially higher.

In other words, this overwhelming command ability is purely a testament to Rex’s own capabilities.

While marveling at his skills, we stormed through the research facility until only the bunker where Dr. Retor had taken refuge remained.

The soldiers and I surrounded the bunker, waiting for Rex.

Soon, Rex arrived at the bunker entrance.

Nod.

With him present, I casually ripped open the bunker’s walls as if unwrapping a package.

‘Please reveal what’s inside~’

With that frivolous thought, I came face-to-face with the trembling doctor inside.

Next to him stood his apprentices—and a familiar face.

The leader of the human trafficking guild.

It seemed he had fled here amidst the rebellion while trying to renew his contract with the doctor.

‘Wow. What are the odds?’

I had planned to hunt him down later, but this saved me the trouble.

The guild leader, seemingly unaware of my presence among the rebels, turned to the doctor in desperation.

“Professor! Do something!”

“I’m a doctor, not a professor!”

What nonsense.

He got expelled from the Mage Tower, so he doesn’t even have a degree.

Whether out of stupidity or panic, the guild leader pulled out a musket pistol and aimed it at the rebels.

Was he an idiot, or had fear shut down his reasoning?

Did he really think a pistol would make a difference against enemies who just tore through bunker walls?

Letting him pull the trigger and face despair wouldn’t be a bad idea, but…

‘I can’t risk a stray bullet hitting someone else.’

Using telekinesis, I snatched the pistol from his grasp.

“Ugh!”

The guild leader reached out desperately for the gun that had left his hands.

When he saw it floating into my grasp, his face twisted in shock.

“D-Duke…?!”

Beside him, the doctor also gasped.

It seemed the reports hadn’t reached them—nobody had told them I was leading the rebellion.

‘Well, I did kill every last messenger.’

We jammed all communication magic and ensured no couriers escaped.

Now grasping the reality of their situation, the doctor and his apprentices fell silent.

Meanwhile, Rex and the test subjects glared at them with burning hatred.

“Because of you, my little sister…!”

“You desecrate even my death, Doctor.”

“I never wanted to become stronger like this!”

Each of them shared their harrowing experiences, cursing the doctor.

But the doctor remained unfazed, standing firm.

“I fed you worthless scum and unlocked your potential. What part of my grand vision is wrong?”

His brazen attitude made the test subjects seethe with rage.

Despite trembling with fury, none of the soldiers executed him immediately.

They held back, acknowledging that only Rex and I had the authority to pass judgment here.

At that moment, I put into action what I had planned before even entering the bunker.

Crunch.

“AAAAAH!!”

The doctor screamed as his right wrist, which had been in his pocket, twisted unnaturally.

Along with it, a magical device fell to the floor.

A transmitter-type magic device with a red switch.

“That’s…”

“I sensed something odd from the leyline beneath the city. So this is what he was up to.”

Hearing my words, the soldiers who could use earth magic focused their senses.

Then…

 “It’s true!”

 “What?”

 “You can’t notice it unless you concentrate, but there’s a faint disturbance. If Duke hadn’t mentioned it, I wouldn’t have noticed.”

“Seriously?”

 “I was a geologist back in my hometown.”

Listening to them, I barely managed to suppress a smirk.

Truth be told, I wasn’t sure myself.

I had detection abilities, but this kind of sensing wasn’t my specialty.

I only knew about it because of a shocking scene from the original story.

‘In the original, the rebellion succeeds, and they capture the doctor.’

Thanks to months of sabotage and guerrilla warfare, Rex managed to take down the doctor.

But then, the doctor activated a self-destruct spell linked to the leyline…

‘And every test subject except Rex was wiped out.’

The test subjects, who had truly seen Rex as their savior, all perished while evacuating him.

The first unit Rex ever commanded met a tragic fate.

‘I don’t need to give that kid paranoia on top of everything else.’

That incident in the original story gave Rex a severe case of paranoia.

Obviously, I wasn’t going to let that happen.

I was a firm believer in extreme happy endings.


‘This time, the research facility arc will end with everyone surviving.’

That’s why I destroyed the doctor’s self-destruct button.

I made sure to stop it at the last moment—for dramatic effect.

Right on cue, I felt the reverent gazes burning into the back of my head.

‘Oh yeah, I look damn cool right now.’

I deliberately maintained a solemn expression and refocused on the doctor, the assistants, and the guild leader.

At that moment, the trembling human trafficking guild leader opened his mouth.

“I didn’t do anything! I swear! I was just following his orders!”

“How rude! Call him ‘Doctor’!”

Ignoring Dr. Retor’s misplaced anger, I gave Rex a quick glance.

“What should we do?”

“Huh???”

Damn. It seemed we hadn’t built enough rapport for silent communication yet.

“Lord Rex, would you be willing to leave their punishment to us?”

I assumed that, given Rex’s immaturity, he would prefer to entrust this matter to us.

My guess was correct.

[I’ll leave their punishment to you.]

With the order given, I mercilessly kicked away the doctor, who was clinging to my pant leg.

Then, I turned to the large experimental subjects beside me.

“You may handle the guild leader and the assistants.”

As soon as permission was granted, the soldiers dragged them away, grinning.

The captives, meanwhile, were being led away like livestock heading to the slaughterhouse.

Watching his comrades being taken, the doctor’s face turned pale.

To draw his attention back, I called his name.

“Doctor.”

“Duke… No, Sir Erwik…!”

The doctor pleaded with me.

“Please, spare me. I will prove my competence. Have mercy…!”

Even now, he seemed to think that I, not Rex, was the one leading this group.

But his fate had already been decided.

I discarded my sword.

Beheading him in one strike was an option, but for the sake of the victims present, a more dramatic execution was necessary.

“Ghhk…”

I lifted the doctor into the air, slowly strangling him with telekinesis.

As his legs flailed helplessly, I recited the lines I had prepared since last night.

“Even in this moment, you beg for my mercy. Then tell me—did you grant the same mercy to those who once begged you for it?”

Desperately, the doctor listed his good deeds.

“I… I provided jobs for children, held free lessons in the city last week…”

As expected of a man who pursued the twisted goal of advancing humanity’s capabilities, he had occasionally engaged in charity.

He had strengthened promising children to the level of knights, rejuvenated the elderly, and even shared his research results with various lords and cities instead of hoarding them.

That was why other territories had consistently shown him favor, and why there were undoubtedly people whose lives had been saved by his work.

But none of that mattered here.

Because for the ten he claimed to have helped, tens of thousands had to suffer.

And, of course, I had anticipated this response.

So I asked him a question he couldn’t possibly answer favorably.

“One more thing. In the past six months, have you ever once shown me even a drop of mercy?”

“That’s—”

The doctor opened his mouth, but I could already predict his response.

“I did give you water, but you locked yourself in that room for months without drinking it!!!”

Crunch!

Before he could say it, I snapped his neck.

His lifeless body hung limply, swaying in the air as if he had been executed by hanging.

The soldiers cheered.

On our way here, I had told them about the experiments I had undergone, so my actions were fully justified in their eyes.

(For the record, I had volunteered for those experiments, but still, I had gone through them.)

To the others, it must have seemed like I executed him because his words weren’t even worth listening to.

‘The dead tell no tales.’

And just like that, I had committed the perfect crime.

To prevent any possibility of him being resurrected through necromancy, I carefully performed a purification ritual and erased any remaining data in his brain.

‘Also, Rex and I meeting was purely coincidental, nothing more.’

History is always written by the victors.


And by ruthlessly snapping the doctor’s neck, I had cemented my reputation as a cold-blooded enforcer.

‘Perfect.’

I had taken another step toward becoming the flawless and ruthless second-in-command.







 
  Chapter 6 : Rex’s Gloom


After executing the doctor and his close associates, we began searching for anything useful in this research city that we no longer wanted to see.

This was because we planned to leave the city soon.

During this process, there was a suggestion to occupy this now-ownerless place…

[“I don’t think that would be a very wise idea.”]

“I think so too.”

With both Rex and I opposing the idea, it was dismissed.

The reason was simple: Rex and I had a different goal—finding A, the missing neighbor from the solitary cells.

We couldn’t afford to settle down in a place like this.

And that wasn’t the only reason.

[“If the lord’s army invades, we’ll have to defend the city… but is there really a reason to?”]

What would we gain from occupying this place?

In the end, this city was merely a small part of a vast territory, about the size of South Korea.

And if the lord found out that someone he didn’t appoint was ruling over a city, he would send an army.

That would mean we’d have to fight back to defend this place…

‘The question is whether it’s even worth it.’

Rex clearly stated his doubts.

[“Is there really a reason to?”]

In terms of combat strength, there was no issue.

Objectively speaking, I alone could handle the lord’s army.

The real problem was that it simply wasn’t worth it.

This city existed solely for research purposes.

It had no trade advantages, no natural resources like mines, no convenient facilities, and even supply issues, such as a lack of drinking water.

If we were to list its flaws, we’d need more than just our fingers.

Most of all, there was absolutely no emotional attachment to defend it.

Considering all of this, there was no reason to settle here.

And lastly, there was one more reason that no one else knew.

‘Rex still doesn’t seem ready to lead us.’

He had yet to make up his mind.

A classic case of a small-minded man who wanted pleasure without responsibility.

Even here, I could hear the gears in his head turning.

He was probably planning to lead us for now and abandon us somewhere along the way.

The proof?

When signing our contract, out of all the options, he chose the most irresponsible temporary contract.

‘Not happening.’

There was no way I was letting that slide.

‘If you’re going to be emperor, you should have a bit more guts.’

Even if he didn’t want it, what could he do?

Unwanted responsibility and power were the fate of every protagonist in a mistaken-identity plot.

‘This isn’t a role you chose. Just grit your teeth and endure it.’

With my thoughts sorted, I went to find Rex, who was celebrating our victory with the soldiers.

“Long live Lord Rex!!”

“Thank you! I will never forget this grace for the rest of my life!”

In the midst of the soldiers’ cheers, Rex’s social anxiety was flaring up, and his whole body was twisting awkwardly.

If this were a comedy manga, he’d probably be melting into a slime-like puddle from the pressure.

But despite being shy, he also liked receiving attention.

Even as his body twisted from stress, he had a satisfied look on his face, his upper lip curling slightly.

‘Sigh…’

He didn’t want responsibility but craved recognition.

He wanted wealth but hated negative attention.

He felt lonely but was afraid to meet people.

A classic self-centered loner.

I approached my not-yet-complete lord.

“Lord Rex. It’s about time we move.”

“Ah.”

Upon seeing me, Rex hurriedly began typing on his device.

[“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that.”]

“Go ahead.”

[“I don’t think I can take responsibility for these people. Could we distribute the doctor’s wealth and send them back to their hometowns?”]

Absolutely not.

Everyone here—except for me—had nowhere to go.

Just as Rex had been betrayed and sold to the doctor, these people had similar pasts.

I opened my mouth to explain this to him.

But before I could finish, Rex sent another message.

[“Oh, and let’s travel separately for a while.”]

…What the hell are you saying, Rex?

Do you think you’re some Pokémon trainer, hiring people just to abandon them?

I could even feel my expression hardening.

As I stared at him, demanding an explanation, Rex… no, that bastard started explaining his reasoning.

[“Duke is the only one capable of safely escorting them back to their hometowns.”]

At that, I nodded.

“Hmm. That does make sense.”

A punch-worthy excuse.

I was tempted to fold his spine in half—what kind of nonsense was this?

Of course, I didn’t actually do it.

I had already mastered the art of handling this not-yet-mature friend of mine, so I controlled my emotions.

‘Alright. Let’s do it this way.’

I quickly formulated a plan in my mind and then spoke.

[Rex’s POV]

Rex looked up at Duke, the towering knight who was far larger than himself.


Then, he scanned the experimental soldiers who followed him.

After a moment, he made up his mind and nodded.

‘Yeah… this is impossible.’

Rex knew he couldn’t bring himself to form a military lordship contract with them.

Inside the lab, he had no choice but to make a temporary contract due to urgency, but that was merely the kind of contract used to hire mercenaries—light and temporary.

A proper military lordship contract was much heavier and came with far greater responsibilities.

And Rex wasn’t confident he could handle so many people.

Especially Duke.

Among them all, Duke was the one he absolutely couldn’t bring himself to officially recruit.

Of course, as a gamer, Rex was tempted—Duke was an incredibly valuable hero.

But as a gamer, Rex also knew better than to recruit him rashly.

In games, when a subordinate’s level or stats greatly surpass the lord’s, obedience rates drop, and the risk of rebellion increases.

Duke’s traits included <Loyalty (Inactive)>, which helped reduce rebellion chances but didn’t eliminate them completely.

And Duke’s case…

‘Command refusal rate: 30%. Rebellion probability: 80%.’

It wasn’t displayed in the system yet, since they hadn’t signed a formal contract, but with Rex’s thousands of hours of gaming experience, he estimated the numbers to be around this range.

Even if Duke didn’t rebel, his charisma was too high—there was a strong chance Rex would become nothing more than a figurehead.

Of course, this was reality, and personal values, beliefs, and circumstances could influence things.

But since Rex owed his survival to the game system, he wasn’t about to ignore it now.

Most of all…

‘<Madness S+>…’

That looked like a ticking time bomb, ready to go off at any moment.

Right now, according to Rex’s assessment, Duke was suppressing his madness with <Nobility>, <Passion>, and <Indomitable Will>.

Meeting this man in time had at least prevented him from going down the path of becoming a Demon King—but keeping the future Demon King by his side was a different matter.

‘This feels like keeping dynamite under my bed.’

Unlike other protagonists, Rex wasn’t confident he could monitor Duke and prevent him from becoming the Demon King.

Suppressing his regrets, Rex prepared to say goodbye.

[If fate allows it someday…]

At that moment, Duke interrupted him.

“I have been thinking on my way here.”

[Huh?]

“All my life, I have wielded my sword for an ideal.”

Rex was taken aback by Duke’s sudden declaration.

But Duke’s voice was so serious that he couldn’t bring himself to ignore it.

(It was definitely not because he was too socially awkward to cut him off.)

Taking Rex’s silence as permission, Duke continued.

“I have always had a single, unchanging ideal. From the moment I was born until now. For hundreds of years, it has never wavered.”

He was sincere.

At the very least, Duke had lived for his ideal.

Though that ideal might not align with what others listening to him imagined…

Regardless, he was serious.

And as a result…

“He’s serious.”

 “He’s not lying.”

Among the experimental soldiers, some had the ability to discern truth from falsehood, and they confirmed his sincerity.

With the soldiers’ support, Duke began to passionately speak about his noble(?) goal.

“I believed that by wielding my sword, I would one day reach my ideal. However, while my blade may have judged evil, it has never brought people happiness.”

[That’s not true. Your devotion has saved so many—]

“Of course, I take pride in having saved countless lives. But that does not mean I made them happy.”

Duke drew a steel sword from his waist and gazed at it with sorrowful eyes.

“I have come to believe that happiness does not come from salvation, but from everyday life. While I cut down enemies with this sword, an innkeeper uses a kitchen knife to prepare a meal that brings joy. And so, I must ask—how much happiness has my sword truly created compared to that kitchen knife?”

[…]

“I can cut down foes to save lives, but I do not know how to rule over others and bring them happiness.”

He was sincere.

He was skilled at battle, but utterly hopeless at governance.

If he were put in charge of administration, he was confident he could send the region’s economy on a wild rollercoaster ride.

“Sir Rex. Please grant me the honor of becoming the sword that protects your journey.”

Duke knelt before him.

“I wish to witness the future you create by your side. Please, become the master of my sword.”

His speech moved even those in the audience who had been silently observing.

The experimental soldiers, who had remained neutral until now, followed Duke’s lead and knelt before Rex.

“Please become our lord!/Our master!!”

And as Rex took in the grand sight before him…

‘What the hell is wrong with these people???’

He couldn’t understand it at all.

Unlike the values of this world, where finding someone to serve was considered the ultimate honor and purpose in life, Rex’s mindset was still rooted in 22nd-century South Korea.

‘Why do they keep wanting to serve under someone else???’

In 22nd-century South Korea, where everything had to be “equal,” sincerely wanting to submit to another person was an unthinkable act.

At least, if it wasn’t for money or some practical reason, no one would willingly devote themselves to another.

That’s why Rex found their actions completely baffling.

At the same time, though… he felt a bit happy.

‘Hehehe… I’ve been acknowledged.’

After all, he was still a man—he knew how to enjoy the feeling of being recognized.

And more importantly…

‘At least Duke hasn’t completely fallen into darkness yet.’

He felt relieved once more, realizing that his friend D hadn’t completely succumbed to corruption.

But that happiness was short-lived.

A crushing sense of responsibility soon forced him back to reality.

After much deliberation, Rex shook his head.

‘This is way too much responsibility for me.’

He hadn’t forgotten his goal.

He just wanted to become a moderately competent strategist in a moderately sized city and live out a peaceful harem life.

But if he took these people in, he could already tell—he’d get caught up in all sorts of trouble.

They didn’t fit into the peaceful life he wanted.

‘Mmm. This has nothing to do with my fear of that unpredictable <Madness S+>. Nope.’

Rex repeated this self-justification a few more times before politely declining.

[I truly appreciate your evaluation of me. But this is far too much for someone like me.]

It wasn’t like he was cutting ties with them.

For now, they would go their separate ways, and if Rex grew stronger and his city expanded, they could remain as acquaintances.

That would be enough.

Hearing this, Duke nodded calmly.

“I see.”

[Thank you for understanding—]

Schling!

[???]

Duke suddenly drew his sword.

Then, without hesitation, he pointed the tip at his own stomach…

“WHAT MEANING DOES A MASTERLESS SWORD HAVE?!!!”

And attempted to commit seppuku.

And as madness often does… it spread.

“Aahhh! Our lord has declared us useless!!”

The soldiers also drew their weapons en masse.

Of course, half of them were serious, and half of them were acting.

Strictly speaking, this was similar to the “Please, kill me!” scene often seen in historical dramas.

It was a kind of ritualistic performance that originated in the Empire over a hundred years ago.

It had simply fallen out of practice over time.

But for Rex—who was only 30 years old—this felt completely different.

‘These crazy Sun Wukong bastards!!!’

Rex panicked and frantically tried to stop them.

“AAAAH! FINE! I’LL MAKE THE CONTRACT! JUST PUT YOUR WEAPONS DOWN!”

He was in such a rush that he even started speaking aloud.

If this many people committed seppuku in front of him, he was certain he’d end up traumatized for life.

Only then did Duke and the soldiers finally lower their weapons and bow their heads.

“We swear our loyalty, my lord!”

And just like that…

Rex accidentally became the lord of a massive group of lunatics.

As exhaustion crashed over him, he thought to himself…


‘Damn this <Madness S+>…’

He had assumed that madness was simply being suppressed by <Nobility>, <Passion>, and <Indomitable Will>.

But he had never imagined that those three could actually blend together with <Madness>.

‘Damn this world. Not once has it ever gone the way I wanted.’

Cursing the world, Rex surrendered before the infectious madness.



 
  Chapter 7 : Rex’s Time of Tribulation(1) (1/2)


Rex could not overcome the collective madness of the group.

In the end, he decided to form a Lord and Vassal Contract with all the test subjects, including Duke.

Lord and Vassal Contract

Unlike temporary mercenary contracts, this was a binding pact between a lord and a vassal.

The vassal swore loyalty to the lord, and the lord vowed respect toward the vassal.

The weight of this magical contract was by no means light.

It was akin to placing each other’s hearts on a scale, with the punishment for breaking it being the loss of one’s own flesh.

If a lord were to abandon their vassal, they would have to sacrifice both lifespan and cultivation.

The same applied in reverse.

Because of this immense responsibility, such contracts were rare in modern times—most agreements remained verbal at best.

This was because most vassals needed the freedom to betray their lord if necessary, and most lords wanted the ability to discard their vassals at will.

But Rex shared this contract with countless test subjects.

It was due to his conviction.

“Because I said I’d take responsibility.”

If he couldn’t take responsibility, he wouldn’t have gotten involved in the first place.

But if he made a promise, he would see it through.

From the very beginning, he never considered mere verbal agreements.

He intended to use the Lord and Vassal Contract, and it was precisely because of that burden that so many people had rejected him.

But now, he no longer had that option.

“I swear eternal loyalty!”

A great number of soldiers prostrated before Rex.

After finalizing over a hundred contracts, Rex turned to Duke with a weary expression.

“You’re the only one left now, Duke.”

Duke nodded and knelt before Rex.

Rex then proposed an even more special contract to him.

[One of my unique abilities relates to contracts.]

“I will gladly accept anything.”

[At least listen to the explanation first. This is called a Pledge…]

Rex began explaining the Pledge, much like an insurance salesman detailing a policy.

Pledge

A contract even heavier and more extraordinary than the Lord and Vassal Contract—a contract between a lord and a hero.

It was a unique ability possessed only by Rex, allowing him to identify individuals classified as heroes.

According to his explanation, a hero bound by a Pledge would have the conditions set by their lord engraved upon their very soul.

In other words, they were entrusting all their beliefs and future to their lord.

However, in exchange, the hero would awaken a special new power.

As soon as Rex finished his thorough explanation, Duke accepted without hesitation.

“It appeared in the original story too.”

He already knew about the Pledge and had fully intended to take it, so there was no reason for him to hesitate.

Thus, the Pledge between Rex and Duke began.

Rex placed a hand on his chest and closed his eyes.

“Hero Duke, do you swear loyalty to me?”

“I swear upon my soul.”

With those words as the incantation, chains of the Pledge linked their souls together.

Now connected by this bond, Rex opened his interface.

“Time to add the tags.”

In the game, when a Pledge was enacted, the lord could attach preset conditions to the hero like hashtags.

Heroes with certain conditions imposed on them would be systemically restricted from specific actions, thereby reducing the chances of betrayal or treason.

However, overloading a hero with conditions wasn’t a good idea either.

Too many restrictions would turn them into nothing more than a fool with no options, and it would significantly lower their rapport with the lord.

Moreover, these conditions weren’t absolute prohibitions.

They were merely engraved onto the soul, making the hero feel a strong aversion to acting against them.

However, it didn’t mean they were completely powerless against them.

Rex had learned that lesson the hard way—back when, as a beginner, he had relied too much on conditions and ended up dooming his country after messing with a hero’s wife and dog.

In short, managing Pledge conditions properly was a test of the lord’s capability.

“But I’m a veteran with 30,000 hours in this game!”

A hardcore player who had sacrificed sleep and real life for Hell Online!

Recalling his identity, Rex meticulously adjusted Duke’s conditions.

“First, <No Betrayal> is a must.”

“<No Independent Judgment>… No, that wouldn’t work. A one-man army hero like him needs autonomy.”

“<No Command Over Soldiers>… Ah, but his charisma stat is high. Any soldiers he trains would be incredibly capable.”

“<Promotion Restriction>… Nope, I’ll be taking him all the way to the endgame. Keeping him in a low position would be a waste.”

After weighing all the options, Rex realized there weren’t many suitable conditions he could impose on Duke.

In the end, he only added broad yet less effective tags:

<Oath of Loyalty>, <No Betrayal>, and <No Treason>.

[Summary of the Pledge Effects]——

<Oath of Loyalty>, <No Treason>, <No Betrayal>

[Total Effect] ——

Treason Chance: -5%

Betrayal Chance: -3%

This was nothing more than a flimsy pledge, akin to offering a bowl of water to the heavens and praying for protection.

“This feels unstable…”

But Rex decided to proceed as is.

He chose to trust in Duke’s humanity.

“Reality isn’t a game, after all.”

As soon as he pressed the confirmation button, a clear, ringing clang! echoed, and the chains of the Pledge vanished.

They hadn’t disappeared completely—just faded from sight.

With the Pledge now established, Duke’s status screen updated.

Now, Rex could finally view the stats Duke had been hiding.

With nervous anticipation, he opened Duke’s information.


“Alright, let’s see our star player.”

Name: Duke Erwik ( < > )

Age: 247

Race: Human

Level: 99

[Disposition] —— (NEW!)

<Loyalty (Inactive)> → <Loyalty S>

[Karma] —— (NEW!)

+390

The moment Rex saw Duke’s stats, he was overjoyed.

Newly revealed attributes on Duke’s status screen gleamed in golden light, welcoming Rex.

“Whoa, a Karma of +390!? Just how many good deeds has he done?”

In this world, Karma was a system that tracked one’s deeds.

Following the natural order, committing evil acts lowered one’s Karma into the negatives, while righteous acts raised it into the positives.

In the game, the system primarily existed to prevent lords from exploiting their territories or committing mass slaughter in conquered lands.

And since this world shared the same system, it functioned here as well.

Of course, having high Karma didn’t mean divine punishment would suddenly strike someone down from the heavens…

“But the lower it is, the worse things get.”

A ruler with low Karma might suffer from poor harvests, locust swarms, increased chances of failure in equipment enhancement or research.

Not to mention frequent rebellions or even enemy forces coincidentally discovering supply routes.

“And if Karma turns negative, the world outright encourages the strong to hunt the weak.”

If both parties had positive Karma, killing was discouraged.

For example, if someone with +200 Karma killed someone with +100 Karma, their own Karma would drop.

But if both had negative Karma, it was a different story.

A person with -100 Karma killing someone with -200 Karma would actually increase their own Karma, as if the system rewarded them for eliminating a greater evil.

In short, the system encouraged a world where the lesser evil hunted the greater evil.

Because of this, those who accumulated too much bad Karma often found themselves targeted by overwhelmingly powerful foes seeking to cleanse their own sins.

“The people of this world may ignore Karma, but…”

Even so, the system itself was well known, enough to be taught in academy lectures.

It was just that, ever since the imperial era, people had believed they could simply overpower the consequences with sheer growth.

The moment one set foot on the path of transcendence, their lifespan was artificially extended, but that very lifespan then began relentlessly catching up to them.


As a result, those who sought higher realms of power constantly raced against time, striving for the most efficient growth methods.

And in that pursuit, many willingly accepted the consequences of bad Karma in exchange for faster progress.

To the people of this world, Karma wasn’t a moral guide—it was just a system to avoid wasteful and inefficient acts of evil.

“But to me, it matters.”
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Even back in the academy, while everyone else ignored Karma in their strategies, Rex had been different.

He had no intention of overpowering future disasters with sheer level grinding.

And more than anything, he didn’t want to become a monster in the process.

To him, Duke’s high Karma was an incredibly welcome sight.

“With this much good Karma…?”

Hiring Duke was bound to bring immense fortune.

Facility upgrades, equipment enhancements, and research projects would have drastically higher success rates.

And even better, the chances of forming good relationships would increase.

At +390 Karma, even just erecting a statue of Duke in a city would guarantee an agricultural boom.

“And look at that trust level.”

[Trust Level] —— (NEW!)

Loyalty: 140/100

Disobedience to Orders: ???

Betrayal: -250%

Treason: -370%

Duke’s loyalty had reached such absurd levels that the probability of him committing treason or betrayal was practically underflowing.

In short, he was essentially a cheat-tier hero for easy mode.

“Good thing I hired hi—”

Just then, something strange caught Rex’s eye.

Distracted by the blinding golden glow of the Trust Level, he had initially failed to notice several other values appearing on the status screen.

Name: Duke Erwik ( < > )

Age: 247

Race: Human

Level: 99

[Combat Attributes]

Intelligence: 94

Dexterity: 98

Willpower: 109

Strength: 101

“Wait… what??”

Rex was so shocked that he blurted out loud.

First, the stats.

Some of them had exceeded 100, which was normally impossible through conventional means.

At least, the reason why Willpower had gone beyond 100 was somewhat understandable.

“Madness…!”

But compared to the titles below, even these insane stats were trivial.

[Titles]

<13 Stars of Defiance – The King of the Serpent Star>

“…13 Stars of Defiance??”

At that phrase, Rex’s mind flashed back to an academy history lecture.

Thousands of years ago, the great Conqueror-King Yallalt Khan had waged a campaign across continents, and upon his legacy, an empire was born.

That empire—the Hexion Empire—once ruled 40% of the known world.

But a century ago, it fell.

And not to an army.

Not to an invading force.

It was destroyed by just thirteen monsters.

No one had expected an entire superpower to be wiped out by only thirteen people.

Thus, they were named the 13 Stars of Defiance.

Of those thirteen, twelve had become sovereign rulers.

And only one had perished.

“Why the hell is that man HERE??”

Rex’s heart pounded wildly.

He had thought Duke was merely an unhinged hero driven by justice—but he was actually a sealed nuclear warhead.

Then, at last, Rex noticed the new ( < > ) button next to Duke’s name.

Swallowing hard, he reached out with trembling hands and pressed it.

Shffft.

The sound of a page turning echoed.

And a new name appeared.

Name: Ophir

“…Holy shit. It’s real. The Serpent that Devours the Earth—Ophir.”

The most notorious traitor who had destroyed an empire…

Had become Rex’s first vassal.

“Dear god…”

Rex’s vision darkened.

Treason was a one-time thing—but if you did it once, what was stopping you from doing it again?

“I’ve basically adopted Lü Bu as my second son…”

And that wasn’t even the worst part.

It was bad enough that Duke was actually Ophir, but his titles were just as terrifying.

Rex realized he had been completely mistaken.

Duke wasn’t a knight on the path to becoming a Demon King.

He was a retired Demon King.

Trembling with fear, Rex’s finger inched toward the contract termination option.

If he severed the contract now, he would lose lifespan and power, but that was still preferable to the catastrophe that could come later.

But then—

A notification rang in his ears.

One he desperately wanted to ignore.

A system where pledged heroes would awaken their unique abilities upon meeting certain conditions.

The problem was…

The timing.


“Why NOW? I didn’t even do anything!!”

Whether he liked it or not, a clear and lively notification rang out.

Rex Carnifex?

It was a skill he had never heard of before.

With trembling hands, Rex checked the skill’s details.

And at that moment, he couldn’t help but direct a certain thought toward the system notification.

“Don’t congratulate me, damn it.”

Duke’s Perspective

Immediately after forming the covenant, Duke nodded in satisfaction as the power of the covenant seeped into his soul and body.

“Finally…!”

How long had he waited for this moment?

In truth, his time as the wandering knight “Duke” hadn’t even lasted a full 100 years.

Before that, he had repeatedly changed identities, monopolizing every single fortuitous encounter he could find.

He had spent those years in a desperate, time-attack-like rush, gambling his life at every turn.

Even in a world where people were obsessed with chasing after opportunities, his actions had been so extreme that even they called him insane.

During all that time, he had carefully used his intellect, managing his karma score while navigating around major events.

He meticulously avoided interfering with the fortuitous encounters meant for characters in the novel and instead devoured only those from the game, all while ensuring that the original storyline remained intact.

There were countless battlefields where he had wanted to let loose, but he had held back, wary of causing unpredictable butterfly effects.

At least he had managed to uncover one crucial truth—that the empire, in the novel’s setting, was merely recorded as an ancient civilization erased by the Thirteen Stars of Defiance.

With that knowledge, he had inserted himself into history as “Ophir” and participated in the empire’s downfall, subtly reducing the damage caused by the Twelve Stars.

“That was probably the most fun I ever had.”

Afterward, he had erased his identity once again and spent the next 100 years living in complete secrecy.

Since then, as the wandering knight “Duke,” he had merely played the role of a self-appointed vigilante, unable to set foot on the grand battlefields he once longed for.

“But now…!”

Now, there was no need to worry about butterfly effects.

Now, he had already hoarded every fortuitous encounter he needed.

Now, he could finally go all out as the ultimate final boss.

“I’m free!!”

It would be no exaggeration to say that he had dedicated his entire life to reaching this moment.

It must feel something like betting one’s entire 200-year fortune on Bitcoin and seeing it skyrocket.

Then, he turned his gaze toward Rex, who was trembling before him.

“You’re my lifelong pension.”

His eyes gleamed with madness.

Until now, he had suppressed himself, but there was no longer any reason to do so.

“I will never let you go.”

Even if Rex later cried, screamed, and begged not to become Emperor, it wouldn’t matter.

If he had to, Duke would build a golden throne and forcefully crown him, even in death.

“If you get delisted, I have no choice but to throw myself into the river…”

It wasn’t just about his retirement plan.

He had 200 years’ worth of sunk costs invested in this.

His final boss’ alt-character plans were all centered around Duke as the main character.

The subordinates Rex was supposed to train while he was still a “newbie” all depended on him.

Without Rex, none of this could happen.

A different kind of loyalty surged within Duke’s chest.

And that will, combined with Rex’s abilities and Duke’s own potential, created a powerful synergy—awakening a unique skill.

EX

Description:

A skill granted to one who has lived their entire life searching for a single, worthy lord.

It is at once an oath, a curse, a blessing, and divine protection.

While called loyalty, it is indistinguishable from fanaticism.

Effects:

As long as the user follows their lord’s orders, all action checks receive an additional positive modifier.

If the user disobeys their lord’s commands, their stats are halved.

However, if their disobedience is ultimately for their lord’s benefit, an additional positive modifier is granted instead.

The user gains immunity to status effects that conflict with their lord’s orders, such as charm, fear, and sleep.

Warnings!

If loyalty is not reciprocated, the lord will suffer a penalty greater than betrayal!

There is a high probability that the user’s actions will lead to unintended consequences for the lord!

If the rank is too high, it may cause physical and mental transformation!

This skill also affects the hero’s subordinates!

Of course, Duke had no access to a status window, so he couldn’t see the changes happening to himself.

But the one watching everything in real-time could only react in utter horror.

“What the hell? Is this a bug? Why? How??”

Ep. ?

STATUS

Rex Carnifex (Ex)

SKILL

(Ex+)

(Ex)

(SSS+)

(SS+)

SS

Rex hurriedly withdrew his hand from the “Cancel Covenant” button.

He couldn’t even begin to imagine what might happen if he suddenly tried to cancel the covenant on this lunatic.

“Oh, Jesus…”

What kind of worldline merges madness with loyalty?

Rex had no religion, but at this moment, he desperately wished for a god.


Of course, Jesus wasn’t from this world, and there had never been any response to begin with.

All Rex could do was curse at the silent sky.

“Hic…”

Rex, age 30.

His journey had only just begun.
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With the pact with the Duke concluded, all contracts had come to an end.

Thus, the Rex Guard was formed.

There were many opinions regarding its name.

“What should we call it?”

“How about ‘SS Guard’? It stands for ‘Super Soldier Guard’.”

“What about ‘Black Hand’? It symbolizes our willingness to get our hands dirty for Lord Rex.”

“Combining ‘Yeni’ (meaning ‘newly reborn’) and ‘Çeri’ (meaning ‘soldiers’), ‘Yeniçeri’ seems like a good name.”

“In the northern region where I come from, there’s a word—’onpuá.’ It means ‘to expel.’ I suggest ‘Offchiriniki’ to symbolize the hounds that expel Lord Rex’s enemies.”

Various ideas were proposed.

[Please don’t.]

“All rejected.”

Rex and the Duke shut down every proposal.

Still, one suggestion made it through.

“How about Jörmungandr?”

The Duke accepted a dwarf’s proposal from the northwestern continent.

As a result, the dwarf who suggested the chosen name was given the honor of making a speech.

“The world abandoned us.”

Everyone gathered here was, in some way, cast aside by the world—just like Rex.

Though their circumstances differed, they all agreed on one thing: the world was flawed.

“The so-called heroes, hailed as the world’s hope, hunted us down and sold us out for money—just because we were non-humans! If that is how the world sees us, then we shall gladly become monsters.”

They had witnessed the hypocrisy of those who called themselves heroes.

So they would no longer pretend to be righteous in this world.

“One day, we shall devour the heroes who were once called hope! For our Lord alone!”

“For our Lord!!”

Thus, the Rex Guard was named the Jörmungandr Knights.

[Uh… What about my opinion??]

Rex, who felt overwhelmed by it all, was completely ignored.

Even though their name was decided, the knights did not immediately leave the research city.

Moving a force of a hundred required preparation.

They had to stay in this detestable city for at least one more day.

[I… I’m going to sleep first…]

After an intense and exhausting day, Rex trudged toward the city’s finest lodging, drained both physically and mentally.

(Of course, he made sure to emphasize—repeatedly—that no one should follow him.)

As Rex finally settled into a proper bed for the first time in ages, the squad captains gathered in another building.

“It seems everyone is here.”

In the dimly lit room, where the lantern flickered, the meeting’s host—an old gnome with a long white beard—nodded.

There were three squads in total.

Thus, there were three squad captains in attendance.

During the last battle, those who demonstrated overwhelming strength naturally became the captains.

“Duke, thank you for joining us at this late hour.”

Though he was not a squad captain, the leader of the Jörmungandr Knights, Duke, was naturally present.

Duke nodded at the gnome, signaling for the meeting to begin.

“Now then, let me explain why I have gathered you all…”

The gnome spread a map on the table as he spoke.

Karrognar Territory.

That was the name of the land they were in.

The gnome pointed to a specific location—the capital, or at least what could be considered the center of the territory.

“This is where the lord resides.”

The squad captains and Duke nodded.

With a sharp gaze, the gnome glared at the marked point and continued.

“I have always believed that humans have the potential for goodness. But a society that prevents them from cultivating that goodness is a broken society.”

Duke nodded, but the squad captains remained still—as if they held their own convictions.

Observing their reactions, the gnome pressed on.

“The one who governs this land is the lord. And yet, the society under his rule is corrupt. What does that tell us?”

“Are you saying the lord himself is corrupt?”

The elf squad captain spoke up.

The gnome nodded.

“Exactly. And as I said before, humans have the potential for goodness. Yet, the lord is wicked. What does that imply?”

“That the lord is nothing but a beast.”

The pale, middle-aged man, whose dark circles hung heavily under his eyes and whose skin looked almost bluish as if suffering from cyanosis, answered indifferently.

The gnome, satisfied with the response, smiled with his eyes.

“Then, what should we do about that lord?”

“We must overthrow him. Only by toppling the one who imposed a twisted morality can individuals create a new one.”

A refined gentleman with an impressive beard grinned, revealing sharp fangs.

The gnome’s smile widened as he clasped his hands together.

The three squad captains, sensing the shift in atmosphere, finally loosened up and nodded.

“I don’t entirely agree with your ideology, but much of it aligns with mine. And the objective… I quite like it.”

“Hmm… I thought you were just an idealist spouting nonsense, but this is surprisingly pragmatic. I agree.”

“There’s room for debate on the logic, but I have no objections to the conclusion.”

The three squad captains and the gnome reached a consensus.

Their eyes turned toward Duke.

As he found himself the center of attention, Duke thought to himself.

“Hmm… What should I do?”

He could already see that his subordinates were getting out of control.

Normally, this would be the point where he should rein them in.

But…

“We’re going to take over this land anyway.”

This territory was the starting point of their empire.

Besides, even if he tried to stop them, the lord would inevitably provide them with a reason to seize control.


After all, what could possibly drive someone as passive as Rex to take over a land?

It was entirely the lord’s fault.

“Stopping them probably wouldn’t change much anyway.”

Since they were going to claim it either way…

“Might as well go all in.”

And Rex would clean up the mess later.

With that rather irresponsible conclusion, Duke cleared his throat.

“My sword cannot create happiness.”

“Duke?”

“Commander?”

“Sir?”

“However, if it is to protect the happiness that my lord creates, then even if that means defending a kingdom, I will see it through.”

“!!!!”

The atmosphere in the meeting room instantly heated up.

Duke felt a strange sense of camaraderie with them as he pointed toward the capital of the territory.

“Here, the blessing of Lord Rex shall begin.”

“Hah.”

“Well, that’s the perfect way to put it. Much better than some nonsense about a World Tree.”

“A blessing, huh?”

“I don’t normally believe in such grandiose words… but just this once, I’d like to believe.”

“If the last humans are to establish a proper set of values, they will need a guiding standard.”

Nods.

All five individuals in the room agreed.

In the dimly lit room, Duke finally set their first objective.

“Lord Rex will soon send you all across this territory. Until then, sharpen your blades and wait for the right moment.”

“Understood!”

The squad captains and the old gnome responded quietly.

Beyond the flickering light of the lantern, Duke’s black eyes remained fixed on the map of the territory.

***

Morning came—though a little later than usual.

“Yaaawn… Did everyone… sleep well?”

Rex stretched as he stepped out of his lodging, addressing the knights.

At his question, the experimental subjects all nodded in unison.

For the first time in a long while, aside from the squad captains, they had slept in proper beds.

And, for once, they indulged in the luxury of oversleeping without the threat of forced wake-ups.

As for the squad captains, who had stayed up all night for a secret meeting…

“Good morning, Lord Rex.”

“I am in peak condition, Your Excellency.”

“Lord Rex, it is a fine morning indeed.”

They somehow looked even more energized than those who had slept.

Their eyes gleamed—like children who had rediscovered their dreams.

“?”

Rex found their sudden change in demeanor odd, but he quickly dismissed it as unimportant.

Just then, Duke approached him quietly.

“It is time to move, my lord.”

Rex nodded.

Raising an interface (or perhaps a display of firefly-like lights) above his knights, he sent out the orders.

[First squad, head east from here.]

[Second squad, move south.]

[Third squad, advance west.]

Rex, who now casually used informal speech in messages, issued the first mission to the knights.

[Duke and I will head to the capital. We need to find someone there.]

[According to the Doctor’s and Guildmaster’s records, it seems my friend was sold to that place.]

[I’ll search for them in the capital first, but if they’ve already been moved, I’ll contact you all.]

[Understood?]

The squad captains nodded.

“Hmm. A friend, huh? There’s no way to access those records through normal means…”

“I guess… there’s only one way.”

“Heh. A fitting trial.”

Although the squad captains interpreted Rex’s words slightly differently than he had intended, the overall goal remained the same.

Duke, reading their expressions, understood exactly what they were thinking.

“These brats are planning a slave liberation movement.”

He figured it out, but he had no intention of stopping them.

After all, if they were going to track A’s movements, they’d need access to the slave traders’ ledgers.

And, of course, the traders wouldn’t just hand them over.

So, logically, breaking them down was the only viable option.


“Well, it’s Rex’s fault for not specifying how they should go about it.”

Trusting that Rex would somehow resolve any minor misunderstandings, Duke decided to let it slide.

Unaware of all this, Rex continued assigning tasks.

[We’ll report in every night at 9 PM. I’ll grant the squad captains the authority to collect reports from everyone and compile them.]
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At that, a beastman knight—formerly just a soldier—raised a hand.

“Apologies, but… how are we supposed to check the time?”

“Ah.”

Rex, having been born in a modern world and now living with an interface at all times, had never once been without a clock.

Naturally, he had mentioned time without considering that, for the people of this world, it was a luxury.

“Right… many places don’t have clocks.”

The development level of cities in this world was entirely at the administrator’s discretion—some had reached a steampunk level of advancement, while others remained as primitive tribes.

Recalling this fact, Rex adjusted his interface settings.

And then…

“Oh… Ooooh…!”

Like primitive humans discovering fire, the knights stared at their wrists in awe.

A time display had appeared on the backs of their hands.

“Ah yes, this is what you call… the magic of timepieces.”

Rex thought to himself, only to immediately recoil in self-loathing.

“What am I, some edgy high schooler?!”

But contrary to his self-deprecating thoughts, it was actually an incredibly useful ability.

“Numbers appearing on our hands, huh.”

Even Duke, while maintaining a nonchalant expression, glanced at the back of his own hand.

From what he overheard, the other knights believed that the “Firefly Spirits” were now acting as the hour and minute hands.

“Damn. This is actually pretty amazing.”

Having lived for 200 years without clocks, relying only on sundials and body clocks, even Duke found this magic fascinating.

Thus, without much thought, Rex had effectively gifted everyone a watch.

With that settled, the knight order began to disperse.

Once the knights had left, Duke received command authority from Rex, granting him access to a mini-map and command functions.

[If I’m unavailable or busy, Duke will give the orders.]

Duke nodded and gestured in the air.

“Ooooh.”

He quickly gave up on performing the precise controls that Rex seemed capable of.

Instead, he decided to use only two functions: messaging and the mini-map.

“A person who tries to do what they can’t will only get themselves into trouble.”

To test the messaging feature, he sent a message to the squad captains.

[Don’t forget the objective.]

[Understood.]

[Confirmed.]

[^_-]

“What the hell? That bloodline bastard… Why is he so modern? And more importantly, how did he even do that?”

Duke, utterly baffled, finished checking the messaging function.

Afterward, he erased the three potential problem children from his mind and focused on his journey with Rex.

“Mount up.”

Rex climbed onto his horse, and Duke followed suit, mounting another.

Being a military academy graduate, Rex knew how to ride as well.

“Thank god.”

For Duke, who had no interest in sharing a saddle with another man, this was a relief.

And so, the two of them set off for the capital.

Not long after their journey began, Rex pulled out a shoe that A had left behind.

“A…?”

The only things he knew were that A was the owner of this shoe and that, according to the records, A had been sold under the designation AR-09.

[Duke, do you think A is still in the capital?]

Rex’s sudden question made Duke shake his head.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t say for certain.”

That was a lie.

A was still in the capital and would remain there until Rex arrived.

Probably for the next three months at least.

“Since we escaped way earlier than in the original timeline.”

But Duke saw no reason to reveal this.

It wasn’t like he needed to advertise that he was a reincarnator, and since things were headed toward a happy ending anyway, there was no point in spoiling it.

Silence fell between them again.

Duke, who was used to traveling alone, normally had no trouble enduring silence.

But with someone next to him, he suddenly felt the urge to talk.

“I should stay in character as much as possible…”

Wanting to satisfy his itch to speak while maintaining his role, he deliberately opened his mouth.

“Lord Rex, do you have an ultimate goal for the future?”

He was destined to become emperor eventually, but Duke was curious about what Rex currently considered his goal.

Rex took a long time to think before responding.

[Things happened so suddenly, I haven’t really thought about it.]

Somehow, he had ended up with a personal guard unit, but his main goal hadn’t changed much.

A comfortable, stable, and peaceful harem life.

His position as a city official had been a realistic means to achieve that selfish desire.

But considering that his peers had betrayed him and that even the mayor had likely turned against him, getting an official appointment was out of the question now.

Everything had moved so fast that he hadn’t had time to reconsider his plans.

Now that he finally had a moment to breathe, he started revising his goals.

“Hmm… Should I become a mercenary?”

The most immediate option was to use his personal guard as a mercenary force to earn money and fame.

And at the end of that path…

“If I go through the ranks and gain enough merit, I could probably secure control over a city.”

Having made up his mind, Rex finally spoke again.

[At the very least, I want to create a place where all of you can live in peace.]

Since people had chosen to follow him, he felt responsible for ensuring their well-being.

And given his abilities, he was confident he could secure a city.


Hearing those words, Duke found himself smiling faintly without realizing it.

“Even when he tries to avoid responsibility, he ends up shouldering it anyway.”

That was Rex’s charm.

Materialistic, cowardly, timid—constantly talking about retirement.

At first glance, he didn’t seem dependable at all.

But when push came to shove, he always took responsibility.

“It’s because he understands the weight of responsibility too well that he tries to avoid it.”

In other words, he was the ideal boss.

With a faint smile, Duke repeated Rex’s words.

“An ideal land, then?”

[O…]

“Not something so grand.”

Rex was about to type that out as it was, but wanting to sound more impressive, he decided on a more stylish response instead.

[The attempt to create a utopia always ends up turning into hell.]

Duke responded with admiration.

“Heh.”

Rex felt embarrassed but pleased with himself.

[I don’t even wish for a whole territory. Just a single prosperous city where we can all live comfortably together—that’s enough.]

Hearing that, Duke nodded.

“That city will become the empire’s capital.”

At that moment, Rex’s anxiety spiral suddenly kicked into high gear, completely out of nowhere.

It was a phenomenon often called the “overthinking engine of timid loners.”

“Wait. Doesn’t Duke hate the Empire?”

His thoughts began snowballing.

Duke hates the Empire.

Therefore, if Rex shows even the slightest sign of wanting to revive it…

“H-heeeek!”

Panicking within his own imagination, Rex blurted out in a flustered mess,

“I swear, I’m not even thinking about the Empire!!”

For a split second, Duke’s killing intent exploded.

Puhihing!

The horses carrying them both panicked and started rearing up wildly.

Snapping back to his senses, Duke immediately dismounted and fell to his knees.

“I apologize, Lord Rex!”

It was only about 0.2 seconds, but that was more than enough for Rex’s heart to nearly drop out of his chest.

Too stunned to even type a response, Rex just stared blankly at Duke’s bowed head.

Realizing that he was still alive, Rex quickly helped Duke up.

[I’m sorry. I wasn’t being considerate enough.]

“I didn’t think he’d react so strongly to just the word ‘Empire’…”

Since it all happened before he was born, and barely any records remained, Rex didn’t know much about it.

But he did know that the Empire had been absolutely atrocious.

When the 13 Heavenly Rebels destroyed it, everyone except the royal family, lords, and nobles had celebrated.

He couldn’t even begin to guess how much the knight bowing before him must have hated that Empire.

The knight, still flustered, bowed his head repeatedly.

“Lord Rex, I sincerely apologize.”

[You haven’t even sworn full loyalty to me for that long. We’ll adjust over time.]

“Thank you for your generosity!”

Duke mounted his horse once again, finally regaining his composure.

Meanwhile, Rex discreetly wiped the cold sweat from his forehead.

“I’m supposed to be the lord here, so why am I the one walking on eggshells?”

In the end, power was everything.

Rex lamented his own weakness as he started moving his horse again.

***

From Duke’s Perspective:

Duke also wiped cold sweat from his forehead.

“Damn, my heart almost stopped for a second there.”

It was Rex’s phrasing—‘I’m not even thinking about the Empire.’

It sounded just like someone saying they had no intention of ever listing a cryptocurrency they had spent their entire life investing in.

The shock was so great that he lost control of his killing intent for a moment.

But in that brief moment of reflection, he realized—Rex wasn’t even trying to create the Empire on his own.

He was basically being pushed into it.


So there was no reason for Duke to have such an extreme reaction to that sentence.

“Ugh, 200 years is the problem.”

At that moment, Duke understood why crypto investors were always so on edge.

And so, the two resumed their journey.

Their relationship was still a little awkward.



 
  Chapter 9 : Let’s get to know each other (1/2)


<Duke’s Perspective>

Rex and I were able to reach the capital after a peaceful week-long journey.

Aside from encountering bandits and wild monsters every three hours, the trip was indeed peaceful.

[Were there always this many bandits?]

“Yes, in this region.”

And for good reason.

“The lord has abandoned law and order.”

In fact, there were rumors that the lord was colluding with criminals, but since that would be a spoiler, I didn’t bother explaining.

Rex only needed to know one thing.

“It seems that you are… quite attractive to them.”

[You were about to say ‘an easy target,’ weren’t you? And before that, calling me attractive is rude too?!]

“That was a slip of the tongue. However, it is true that, from the bandits’ perspective, we are quite an appealing target for plundering.”

At my words, Rex examined both of our appearances.

And then…

[You!? But the Guild Master and the Doctor seemed to recognize you…]

“In my days as a wandering knight, I always wore armor.”

A dented helmet, armor that looked like scrap metal, a greatsword worn down to the point of uselessness, and a red ponytail that resembled a rooster’s comb.

That was the signature look of Duke, the wandering knight.

But now, I wasn’t wearing armor, let alone carrying my usual weapon.

Since no one had ever seen my real face, it was only natural that the bandits wouldn’t recognize me.

(For the record, before meeting Rex, I had deliberately maintained an air of mystery by ensuring that no one ever saw my true face.)

[Ah, I see.]

Rex nodded in understanding after hearing my explanation.

[Still, thanks to you, I had a comfortable journey.]

“It is my honor.”

As I watched Rex lower his head slightly to me, I recalled the original story.

‘In the original, he had to travel alone and got roughed up along the way.’

Even though Rex’s support abilities were strong enough to push beyond the 7th tier and aim for the 8th, his personal combat power barely exceeded the 1st tier.

He had barely made it to the city by playing a solo assassination game with his minimap, but by the time he arrived, he was in tatters.

Compared to that, the journey in this world had been so comfortable it could be called a sightseeing tour.

Today, before the red hostility marker even appeared on Rex’s minimap, I had already snapped their necks with telekinesis.

At first, Rex was bewildered by the way the red dots vanished on their own, but by the second day, he had grown accustomed to it and didn’t even bother checking his minimap anymore.

Thanks to that, I had a chance to reminisce.

‘It’s been a while since I did this.’

Back when I first set out on my journey, bandits would frequently ambush me, but after I started wearing that ridiculous tin can with a red ponytail, they ran away instead, making my travels dull.

‘In the end, I started chasing them down.’

So I chased them.

I wanted to know why they weren’t coming after me anymore.

That got me blacklisted by the bandit network, but well, it was an interesting experience.

As I was lost in thought, Rex suddenly sent me a message.

[By any chance… do you despise slaves?]

Rex was cautiously gauging my reaction.

It was as if he was worried I wouldn’t want to share a table with A.

‘Hmm… That’s pretty much the norm in this world.’

In this society, if a slave dared to dine with a knight, it would be considered so outrageous that beating them to death on the spot would be acceptable.

Rex was worried that I might be that kind of scum.

After all, being loyal and kind-hearted didn’t necessarily mean a knight would reject such a brutal worldview.

But he was mistaken about one thing.

“A knight’s honor is not derived from violence but from respect.”

That was not the character of Duke Erwik, the final boss.

Of course, my ultimate goal was to stand in the way of certain protagonists as their final adversary.

But that only applied to those protagonists.

To my subordinates and allies, I had to be a leader who exuded gentle charisma.

In other words, to the people Rex would soon recruit and the citizens under my rule, I had to be a textbook knight straight out of a fairy tale.

‘Besides, I’m still in a transitional phase.’

Right now, I wasn’t even in my final boss state yet.

“Strength Alone Is Not Enough”

I had the power, but my social status was not yet established.

Even a Demon King needs a Demon Castle to truly rule as one.

The same applied to me.

Sure, one day, I would become the final boss known as Rex’s Sword and lead invasions against other territories and nations.

But for now, I was still in the process of building an organization.

What I needed at this stage was not ruthless tyranny, but charisma—the ability to sway people’s hearts.

So, I spoke to Rex, who was already worrying over unnecessary things.

“And in order to be respected, one must first show respect to others.”

Even if A was a slave, this meant I intended to treat them with dignity.

‘Besides, what good would it do to build a wall between me and the future Empress?’

If I handled this poorly, the empire could end up split between the Empress and the second-in-command.

On the contrary, I needed to start building a good relationship from now.

As I mulled over these thoughts, Rex let out a sigh of relief.

“Phew…”

Even as he exhaled, he was still carefully observing my reaction.

Unable to ignore this any longer, I spoke up.

“Rex.”

[Yes?]

“I understand why you might fear me. You’re unsure of how tightly I am bound by our oath.”

[-]

Rex flinched—seems I hit the mark.

Even now, he was still watching me warily.


So, I bowed my head slightly and told him:

“A ruler should never have to walk on eggshells around their knight.”

Over the past week, I had noticed that Rex was too conscious of my presence.

If this continued, I wouldn’t just be the second-in-command—I’d become the real power behind the throne.

That could not happen.

If it did, all the administrative and paperwork duties that were supposed to be Rex’s responsibility would end up on my desk, interfering with my grand plan of shoving all the complicated tasks onto him while I ran wild.

‘I am a loyal knight, after all!’

A knight who manipulates their king is not a loyal subject but a treacherous minister.

And that went against my character.

Before things got out of control, I made things clear to Rex.

“I won’t ask you to trust me. After all, we haven’t known each other for very long. Instead, I will prove myself through my actions—until the day you believe in me.”

With someone as cautious as this protagonist, no amount of telling him “You’re the lord, and I’m your knight” would work.

But if I made him feel guilty—if I subtly conveyed “It hurts that you don’t trust me”—he would naturally awaken to his role as the ruler.

And sure enough, my strategy worked like a charm.

[…Sorry…]

The results came immediately.

He was still apologizing—that part hadn’t changed—but the fact that he had dropped his formal speech was already a significant victory.

Suppressing the smirk tugging at my lips, I delivered the final blow.

“There is no need to apologize. If I have failed to earn my lord’s trust, then that is my shortcoming.”

Wobble.

That sealed it—Rex staggered under the weight of guilt.

Now, we had arrived at Kargokar, the capital of the Kargokar Territory, where our search for A would continue.

‘Ah, wait—it’s Karrognar, not Kargokar.’

Damn it, I’ve been to so many territories in my lifetime…

A single kingdom had hundreds of territories, and there were hundreds of kingdoms.

Each territory was the size of an entire modern country, and within each one, the cities were further classified separately.

It was no wonder I kept mixing up city and territory names—I could never memorize them all.

When I was traveling alone, it didn’t really matter.

But now that I was the second-in-command, I had to start paying attention to these details.

‘Thankfully, it’s marked on the minimap.’

In the UI of the minimap that Rex had shared with me, the name of this city was displayed in the corner.

It didn’t update the moment we arrived, though.

Instead, it only changed after Rex fiddled with something in the air—likely manually updating his notes.

Thanks to that, I could pretend to be more knowledgeable than I actually was.

But that wasn’t the issue right now.

“Karrognar is quite vast, isn’t it?”

“The Distance Between Law and the Sword”

As expected of a territory the size of a country, its capital was as vast as Seoul.

Karrognar was divided into an Inner City, where the lord and his retainers resided, and an Outer City, where the rest of the population lived.

All we knew was the name of the slaver we were looking for and that his trading post was somewhere in the Outer City.

‘Knowing the name is useless if we have no way to find him.’

Without a navigation system, we had no means of tracking him down.

‘Damn it. We don’t even have any contacts here.’

Rex was diligently scanning the area with his clairvoyance ability, but so far, he hadn’t found anything.

[This territory is huge…]

Embarrassed, Rex muttered the same thing I had been thinking.

I had nothing to add.

As the two of us continued wandering through Karrognar,

— Crash!

A sudden random event unfolded right before our eyes.

“Look what you did to my armor! How are you going to compensate for this?!”

A knight was harassing a middle-aged woman, pointing at his dangling chainmail.

With a mustache that screamed “villain,” the knight had forced the woman to kneel before him.

The helpless citizen repeatedly bowed her head, begging for mercy, while passersby deliberately distanced themselves—

—As if this was completely normal.

Instinctively, I checked their levels.

‘The citizen is Level 7… The knight is Level 24.’

0th Rank and 2nd Rank, respectively.

Even in a world where magic was easy to learn, a 0th Rank individual wasn’t even considered superhuman—just an ordinary person.

No matter how much they trained, most citizens could never surpass Level 9.

At that threshold, their aging bodies would gradually deteriorate, and in the end, they would die of natural causes—such was the fate of normal people.

A single level separated Level 9 and Level 10, but the gap between them was immense.

Without an extraordinary encounter—a fortuitous opportunity—it was nearly impossible to break past that wall through effort alone.

‘Well, I never had trouble because I already knew all those fortuitous encounters.’

But progress in cultivation wasn’t as simple as breaking through one wall and being done with it.

Even those who managed to reach 1st Rank often spent decades stuck at Level 9, only to eventually succumb to old age.

However, those who did surpass the wall found their reward to be sweet.

Crossing just one of these thresholds granted them a power surge ten times greater than before.

‘And between Levels 19 and 20, there’s another wall worth ten men.’

This explained why the 2nd Rank knight felt so invincible in this city.

That one research city, where goblins were at the 4th Rank, was the real anomaly—

For the average person, a 2nd Rank knight who could fight a hundred men alone was nothing short of a walking disaster.

And that knight knew it well.

That’s why he had the audacity to act so brazenly in the middle of the street.

‘Seriously… This is why training should include character development.’

Suppressing my sigh, I focused on their conversation.

“My lord, what have I done wrong…?”

“Oh? You really don’t know? You seriously don’t?”

“I’m sorry! I am but a lowly—”

“The gravel you left unclean snapped my chainmail, you wretch!”

Ah, this old routine.

As if a piece of gravel could break metal armor.

It was obviously a flimsy excuse.


The real goal was simply to torment the woman.

Everyone on the street understood this, yet no one dared to intervene.

Because law was distant, but swords were near.

— Smack!





 
  Chapter 9 : Let’s get to know each other (2/2)


“The Weight of Power”

The knight slapped the middle-aged woman across the face.

She collapsed helplessly from the thug’s blow.

It was a grim sight, but while Rex seethed with anger, he didn’t step in.

The knight spat on the fallen woman.

“Tsk. That’s what you get for training your son so arrogantly.”

The woman sat on the ground, sobbing—calling out a name, likely her son’s.

Hearing that, I let out an involuntary sigh, reminded of my own past.

“Disciple, your level is rising too fast.”

A master and senior disciples who tried to kill me because I progressed too quickly.

It was inevitable in this world, where the most efficient way to raise one’s level was murder.

If you killed someone of similar strength, your level would rise.

If you killed someone stronger, you could even break past the Level 9 wall.

But fighting someone stronger came with too many risks.

So most people—when a peer approached their level—chose to kill them first.

Even if the opponent was slightly weaker, they still provided enough experience to help shatter the barrier.

As long as you could stomach a little karma accumulation, it was a perfectly rational strategy.

That’s why superhumans became paranoid when someone close to them in strength got too strong.

The higher-ranked feared being stabbed in the back before they could widen the gap.

The lower-ranked schemed, watching for the right moment to strike and rise.

If someone happened to survive this cutthroat cycle and became a knight or lord, they would take revenge on their predecessor—only to repeat the same pattern.

‘My master, on top of that, was getting old and panicked when he realized I’d soon surpass him in lifespan.’

Already stuck at a bottleneck, he became obsessed with eliminating me.

In the end, he naturally died at my hands—not that it really mattered.

Snapping back to reality, I refocused on the woman.

‘At least she won’t be killed.’

There was no merit in slaying a Level 0 citizen—it would only increase the knight’s karma unnecessarily.

But he would continue tormenting her.

That wouldn’t affect his karma score.

When I was first reborn into this world, seeing these things used to be difficult.

But after living for 200 years, I had grown indifferent.

Rex, though—barely 30—wasn’t there yet.

I saw him clenching his teeth beside me.

‘Hmm…?This wasn’t in the original story, but… whatever.This should be fine.’

I decided to use this moment to build up something for later.

“Are you alright?”

[I’m… not fine. I can’t lie to you, Duke.]

Was that supposed to be formal speech or casual speech?

Still struggling with casual language, Rex nodded.

[There’s nothing we can do. This is Count Karrognar territory. It would be disrespectful for me to interfere with how his knights treat his people.]

I stared at the top of his bowed head.

Strictly speaking, Rex was right.

In this world, even the standards for karma were inconsistent.

There was no absolute morality—only power.

The strong dictated the laws of virtue.

And yet, that’s precisely why Rex was mistaken about something.

“Endure it”? Why? When I’m standing right here?

In the original story, early Rex endured these injustices, resolving to build a city where such things wouldn’t happen.

(That city would later become an empire.)

It was an important scene.

But as a reader, it was frustrating.

I had felt the same way back then.

Now, though?

“Rex.”

[Huh?]

“The Law of Strength”

“Here, the one who holds my sword is the law itself.”

Right now, in this moment, Rex stood above even the lord.

His pupils wavered as he grasped the meaning behind my words.

I bowed my head toward him.

“Give your command.”

Rex clenched his jaw, deep in thought.

His mind must be in turmoil, wondering whether he could truly bear responsibility for my sword.

I waited silently for his decision.

Soon, he parted his lips—no, he typed on his typewriter instead.

[It might be meddling, but… can you help that person? As long as it doesn’t cause trouble later.]

He wanted to intervene, yet he didn’t want things to get complicated.

A contradictory request, and he knew it—his self-deprecating smile made that clear.

I pretended not to notice its meaning and bowed again.

“Your will shall be done.”

Without hesitation, I turned toward the thug of a knight, ensuring that my steps carried the weight of authority.

I had no armor, no sword, no helmet.

Perhaps that was why the knight’s reaction remained unchanged, even as my shadow loomed over him.

“Hah? Who do you think you’re looking down on?”

Despite my towering 2-meter frame, he showed no sign of intimidation.

He must have sensed my level as merely First-Tier, explaining his arrogance.

I hadn’t planned to suppress my presence this much, but Rex didn’t want unnecessary attention.

Thanks to that, I got to witness an amusingly fresh reaction from the knight—though it wasn’t quite the one I wanted.

I chose not to reply.


Instead, I slowly released my suppressed power before him.

The knight remained confident as I reached Second-Tier.

By Fourth-Tier, his face turned pale.

By the time I reached Fifth-Tier…

“I-I sincerely apologize!!!”

He slammed his forehead to the ground so hard the earth nearly cracked.

No surprise—Fifth-Tier was the rank of a lord.

And he had just picked a fight with someone of that standing.

‘He has no excuse if I decide to kill him.’

A Second-Tier knight had lorded over a Zero-Tier civilian.

I had every right to do the same to him.

That was the very logic he had lived by until now.

Frankly, I could execute him right here.

However…

‘Rex said to keep things quiet.’

Remembering that, I gazed down at the knight with cold indifference.

“Impressive.”

“I-I’m truly sorry, my lor—no, sir!”

“You obstructed my path and my lord’s, wasting our time. How do you intend to atone for that?”

His crime?

Offending my mood.

He had exercised his power over someone beneath him.

Now, he would taste that same treatment.

Realizing my intent, the knight pressed his forehead even deeper into the dirt.

“I-I didn’t kill my junior! I only—”

“I don’t recall asking about that.”

“I’ll apologize to the lady as well!”

“Hmph. Then why is your head still bowed toward me?”

He flinched and immediately turned toward the woman, bowing again.

Pride?

In a world like this, clinging to pride only led to death.

Stripped of his dignity, the knight desperately begged the woman for forgiveness.

She did not seem capable of granting it, but…

“Just… disappear from my sight.”

Suppressing her fear, she forced the words out.

Bowing repeatedly, the knight hastily promised never to return—then fled as if his life depended on it.

‘Tsk…’

I wasn’t satisfied.

The woman had spoken out of deeply ingrained fear, but I wasn’t convinced.

So, unseen by the crowd, I reached out with telekinesis and grabbed his shoulder.

If his armor had shattered against the gravel, his body should bear the proper wounds to match.

“Ugh—!”

He clutched his shoulder at the sudden pain, but the thug knight kept running away.

“I’ll let it slide with just your shoulder blade.”

Since he didn’t kill the lady’s son, this much was enough.

A knight’s life depended on their shoulders, so in a way, it was practically a death sentence…

“Well, he can just get some healing magic, right?”

If that knight had enough wealth to afford the kind of healing magic that even America would bow down to, he could probably return to being a knight.

After sending the thug knight off, a young man, with ‘diligence’ practically written across his forehead, came running over.

“Mother!”

A knight apprentice, his face swollen on one side, hurried toward them.

[Level 19]

That diligent knight was strong enough to make the thug knight feel threatened.

He knelt beside his mother, who was still on the ground, and worriedly asked,

“Mother, are you alright?”

“Your face…”

“Ah, don’t worry. This will heal quickly.”

Leaving the mother and son to worry about each other, I turned away.

‘Sniff. Such a touching scene.’

Keeping a composed face, I stepped away from them.

Then, on my way back to Rex, I suddenly thought of something I wanted to ask the apprentice knight.

“I really want to ask for directions…!

Since he’s an apprentice knight, he must know the city layout well from patrolling.

But the charismatic and cold-blooded Knight Duke must not ruin the mood by asking such a thing.

This was the moment to leave with a cool and dignified back.

“Ugh… but I really need to ask for directions…”

Thinking that, I quickened my pace toward Rex.

“Sir Knight!”

I heard a pitiful voice calling me from behind, but I must not turn back.

Disappearing without hesitation—that was the mark of a truly charismatic knight.

So, pretending not to hear the apprentice’s call, I returned to Rex.

***

[Third-Person POV]

When Duke returned, Rex instinctively bowed his head.

[Because of me…]

At that moment, Duke’s words flashed through his mind.

“If you don’t believe me, I’ll prove it through my actions.”

Recalling that, he hesitated for a moment before rewriting his message.

[Good work.]

Apologizing to a knight for carrying out his lord’s orders would be an insult.

What Duke needed was gratitude and praise, nothing more.

Realizing Rex’s intent, Duke smiled with satisfaction.

“It is my honor, my lord.”

[Affinity +5!]

Of course, no actual notification appeared, but in Rex’s mind, it was as if he could hear it.

[But… shouldn’t we ask that apprentice knight for directions?]

At Rex’s question, Duke’s body trembled ever so slightly.

Inside his mind, alarm sirens blared.

“Beeeeep! RP is breaking!!!”

“You mean to go back and ask after leaving so dramatically!?”

“No way! Well… technically, we could… It is logical, but still!!”

As Duke desperately racked his brain for a solution, the apprentice knight approached them.

“Um… Sir Knight?”

The apprentice knight politely bowed and spoke to Duke.

Duke’s mind raced.

“Alright! I’ll pass this off to Rex!”

“I am merely a humble swordsman. If you wish to give thanks, direct it to my lord.”

He didn’t know what the apprentice knight wanted to say, but—

Wouldn’t it work out better if he passed this problem to the protagonist, someone blessed by fate?

And, surprisingly, his plan worked perfectly.

“My apologies! I didn’t realize!”

The apprentice knight quickly apologized for addressing the knight instead of the lord and then said,

“If there is anything I can do to help, please let me know!”

They were now in the perfect position to ask for directions.

“Alright! Now, Rex just needs to—”

Duke looked at Rex, waiting for his next words.

And that was when he realized his miscalculation.

“Ah.”

Rumble rumble rumble rumble—

Rex trembled like a construction site drill.

The apprentice knight, radiating both confidence and diligence, walked in without hesitation—sending Rex into a panic.

“Ah, damn.”

He thought his communication issues had improved, but it turned out he was only comfortable with people he already knew.

[H-h-h-help me, D-D-Duke!!]

Seeing the frantic message pop up above Rex’s head, full of typos, Duke barely managed to suppress a sigh.

Still, this situation could be salvaged without breaking his roleplay (RP).

Acting as if he had received Rex’s plea via telepathy, Duke turned to the apprentice knight.

“My lord wishes for you to guide us.”

“Truly? It would be an honor!”

It wasn’t unusual for a lord to speak through a knight, so the apprentice didn’t question Duke’s character.

“Then allow me to lead the way!”

The apprentice knight took the lead.

Following behind, Duke checked on Rex’s condition.

Rex was staring at him with admiration.


Along with a message:

[You spoke for me and saved me—amazing!]

Duke, having received all this undeserved praise…

“Is this really right…?”

Though he had been celebrated even after dealing with the thug knight, this overwhelming praise now made him feel a slight sense of… self-doubt.



 
  Chapter 10 : Duke Erwik! Complete! (1/2)


<Duke’s Perspective>

The diligent knight introduced himself as Matthew.

With his guidance, we were able to locate the slave merchant group.

“I apologize. I have a patrol duty soon…”

As soon as we arrived in front of the slave merchant group, Matthew left to fulfill his duties.

‘No matter which territory it is, the youngest always gets stuck with patrol duty.’

It was because the senior knights pushed their work onto him, saying training for advancement was too precious to waste time on patrols.

It wasn’t just patrol duty—checkpoint duties and other tasks were the same.

Then how does he advance in rank?

‘He’ll have to figure it out somehow.’

It was unfair, but that was just how the world worked.

Thinking about that, I naturally considered how I could repay this diligent young man.

After getting Rex’s approval via message, I made a proposal to Matthew.

“If you ever have time, I will teach you the sword.”

Of course, it wouldn’t be for a lifetime—just the basics—but even that would be a great opportunity for him.

‘I’ll help him reach level 29 with this.’

If my method suited him, he might even aim for the third rank.

Of course, if he reached the second rank, his seniors might see him as a threat to their position.

But teaching someone also meant I valued them.

Hurting Matthew would be equivalent to declaring hostility toward me.

‘Even the senior disciples only sucked their thumbs when their master tried to kill me.’

I wasn’t as narrow-minded as my master, so I wouldn’t go that far.

Perhaps understanding my intent, Matthew repeatedly bowed his head.

“Thank you!”

After sending off the diligent… no, Matthew, I turned to Rex.

“Rex.”

[…]

“Rex? That young man is gone.”

[I’m listening!]

Sigh.

Suppressing the sigh that kept trying to escape, I brought up what had been on my mind.

“Rex, do you have enough gold coins?”

[Yeah. My inventory is packed with them.]

“That’s a relief. Then I’ll go get some equipment while you search for A inside.”

Click.

As expected, Rex was already preparing to tremble.

He was afraid to head into the slave merchant group alone.

But this time, I absolutely couldn’t yield.

‘I can’t afford to mess up his first meeting with the heroine.’

It’s what they call the imprinting effect.

Like how animals recognize the first thing they see as their parent.

I wasn’t sure if that analogy worked for a fully grown adult like A, but regardless, Rex had to be the first to meet her.

‘I won’t tolerate NTR.’

Riding on the protagonist’s success and then stealing the heroine?

That was unacceptable.

A would likely fall for Rex, but to eliminate even the slightest possibility, I had to act separately this time.

‘Rex, your first impression with A is your responsibility.’

This was my devotion as a fan of the original novel, and perhaps the last bit of conscience I had as Duke.

“Rex, don’t worry about your safety. No matter where you are, I’ll come to protect you if you call.”

Naturally, oblivious to my thoughts, Rex vibrated at 200Hz.

But I knew for a fact that in the original work, Rex had managed to go to the slave merchant group alone.

Back then, he had no one to rely on, making him even more desperate than now.

Recalling that, I hardened my expression and spoke as though I were a loyal retainer offering counsel.

“Once you rescue A, I must protect both of you with all my strength. What am I supposed to do without proper equipment?”

I steadied Rex’s trembling shoulders and met his eyes.

“Even at this moment, A is waiting for you.”

Your wife is yours to save.

Perhaps my sincere plea reached him, as determination flickered in Rex’s gaze.

Yes, that’s the look.

He might not seem reliable most of the time, but at his core, he was the protagonist.

When it mattered, he got things done.

With his resolve set, Rex finally spoke in his own voice after a long time.

“Sorry. I was being too childish.”

After saying that, Rex left me in front of the slave merchant group and confidently walked inside alone.

‘Alright. Now, I should…’

[Rex! Help! I can’t talk to the clerk—]

Ignoring the message for now, I took a step forward.

‘It’s been a while… time for a proper fashion check.’

It was finally time to transform into the appearance I had envisioned for 200 years.

***

A shabby blacksmith’s forge.

After parting ways with Rex, Duke stepped inside.

“Welco—”

The dwarf blacksmith, Albrek, flinched the moment he saw Duke.

The clothes Duke wore were decent ones he had picked from the research city of the scholars, but they were ultimately the kind of clothes worn by commoners.

His aura only registered as a first-rank warrior.

A regular blacksmith would have assumed Duke was just an apprentice knight or a mercenary with a particularly sturdy build.

But Albrek was different.

He was the blacksmith who forged weapons for the lord and his closest retainers in this territory.


Over the decades he had worked here, the skill he had refined the most wasn’t appraisal magic—it was his intuition for estimating a person’s rank.

And his intuition now told him—

‘At least level 60.’

Which meant Duke was at least a sixth-rank warrior.

That was far stronger than the lord of the territory, who was only fifth rank.

Albrek immediately switched his demeanor.

From a gruff, irritable dwarf blacksmith to a humble, servile merchant.

‘From now on, this man is the law.’

That was how Albrek had survived in this land.

“Welcome, sir! Is there something in particular you’re looking for?”

He greeted Duke with a polite and eager attitude.

Duke, without responding, silently browsed the forge.

After a moment, he picked up a helmet from the shelf.

“I’ll take this one.”

He placed the helmet back on the shelf, speaking in a dignified tone.

Albrek was about to recommend a matching suit of armor when—

“I don’t need armor. Just the helmet.”

Internally, Albrek clicked his tongue.

‘Tsk, what’s this? Is he broke?’

Duke had simply made the decision because the armor didn’t fit the look he had in mind.

But Albrek misunderstood completely.

He adjusted his impression of Duke—he was a skilled knight, but one without money.

Of course, in a world where strength was law, that didn’t mean Albrek would be any less polite.

“Would you like an explanation, my lord?”

Duke nodded.

Albrek, eager to highlight the helmet’s value, began explaining in detail.

According to him, the visor—despite appearing solid—had a magic enhancement that allowed for a clear, unobstructed view with no blind spots.

“What about eating?”

“The lower faceplate can be opened separately.”

A feature designed for knights who had to be ready for surprise attacks even while eating.

Additionally, the helmet had slight perception-dampening effects, shadow enhancement for concealment, and other features that helped mask the wearer’s identity.

It was a high-grade item.

Duke nodded in satisfaction.

“Excellent. How much is it?”

At Duke’s question, Albrek’s lips started to go dry.

Knights—at least the ones he had encountered—always pretended to be noble, but in reality, they were just broke thugs.

‘He’s going to haggle for sure.’

Most knights would rely on their fists and swords to demand half the price.

The original price of the helmet was 14 gulden.

Typically, when knights asked for half-price, Albrek could push it up to 75% after much negotiation.

So, he had gotten into the habit of initially quoting that 75% price as the real price.

‘But with this monster, haggling is impossible.’

Albrek decided to abandon any thoughts of negotiation and instead quote 28 gulden right away.

Of course, if Duke noticed the trick, it would be dangerous.

One safer option was to simply state the real price of 14 gulden, accept a 7-gulden loss, and avoid any risks.

But—

‘A 7-gulden loss is just too much…’

If Duke were to call for 7 gulden, the blacksmith’s family would starve to death.

Ironically, the side that took the risk had a higher chance of survival.

‘I must protect that 14 gulden.’

Albrek squeezed his eyes shut and called out the price.

“28 gulden.”

But the response he got was unexpected.

“28 gulden… That would be 10 nobles and 3 gulden, correct?”

“…Huh?”

No haggling?

While Albrek was still processing his confusion, Duke remained expressionless as he thought to himself.

‘I have my pride. Haggling over prices at a blacksmith’s shop would be unbecoming. Besides, it’s not even my money.’

The money Duke currently carried wasn’t something he had earned through sweat and toil—it was the wealth he had taken from the scholar’s estate.

He had stuffed an entire city’s budget into his inventory, so money was no issue.

‘It’d be lame if the Demon King started haggling at the starting town’s blacksmith.’

In moments like this, making a cool and confident transaction suited his image better.

Unaware of Duke’s reasoning, Albrek panicked.

‘Huh? Wait, this isn’t right.’

He had assumed Duke was an ignorant and penniless knight.

But seeing him now, Duke truly only needed the helmet.

On top of that, the fact that he could accurately calculate the conversion meant he was a knight who had received proper education somewhere.

His mind went blank.

Without even double-checking the math, Albrek just nodded.

‘If he catches on, I’m dead.’

With a sense of dread, Albrek reached out his hand.

Duke, maintaining his dignity even now, carefully stacked ten large gold coins and three slightly smaller ones onto the table.

Instead of the arrogant way knights often tossed money as if throwing alms, Duke’s gesture was polite, showing respect to the blacksmith.

That small action overwhelmed Albrek with both fear and guilt.

‘Should I… tell the truth now…?’

But before he could confess, Duke spoke first.

“That sword.”

“…Pardon?”

“The greatsword behind you. What’s its price?”

Duke pointed at the massive sword embedded in the stone shelf behind Albrek.

Wiping his cold sweat, Albrek responded,

“My lord, that is a ceremonial sword. No one can use it in actual combat.”

The sword was meant for a New Year’s festival strength contest—whoever could lift it would showcase their power.

While its weight distribution was similar to a standard greatsword, its actual mass made it completely impractical for real combat.

It was forged by compressing various metals together, then further enhanced with magic to increase its weight and hardness.

Even the lord himself could barely lift it. It was never intended for battle.

Yet Duke’s gaze remained locked onto the sword.

Rather than being discouraged by the explanation, his eyes shone even brighter.

“How much do you want for it?”

“…Excuse me?”

“If it’s not for sale, name a price.”

What kind of logic was this?

Albrek was flustered once again, but Duke’s determination was unwavering.

‘He’s actually serious about that sword?’


Duke couldn’t take his eyes off the greatsword embedded in the stone.

Since it was meant for ceremonial use, its design was also elegant.

It had to be this sword.

This was the one meant to stay by his side forever.





 
  Chapter 10 : Duke Erwik! Complete! (2/2)


Naturally, as a rational man, Albrek couldn’t understand Duke’s thought process at all.

‘Is he just a weirdo?’

His fear and guilt faded, and greed crept back in.

‘The base cost of the greatsword is 5 gulden…’

If he doubled it and called for 10 gulden…

Just then, the door was suddenly kicked open, and a man strode into the forge.

A rough-looking young man with a large scar across his face.

Albrek immediately recognized him.

The son of the lord—the very man who had tormented Albrek for decades.

‘Why now, of all times…?’

Albrek sighed inwardly and quickly turned to Duke.

“Please excuse me for a moment.”

Though Duke was an intimidating presence, he was still a customer who might never return.

But the lord’s son was someone Albrek had to deal with for the rest of his life.

That meant prioritizing the noble brat was the only choice.

“A-Ah, Lord Kubel.”

Albrek forced a servile smile and rubbed his hands together as he approached the young man.

Kubel, the lord’s son, was a typical penniless (or rather, never-paying) thug knight.

“Yo, old man. I came to get my sword repaired. You’ll do it for free, yeah?”

Kubel tossed a rusty, completely unusable sword onto the counter.

Albrek could tell at a glance—it wasn’t one of his own creations.

Most likely, Kubel had dug it up from some ruin or dungeon.

And the fact that he was asking for it to be “repaired” meant—

‘He wants me to forge an entirely new sword with the same enchantments…’

Of course, it was an absurd demand.

But Albrek couldn’t refuse outright.

“O-Of course, my lord. Hand it over, and I will get to work immediately.”

Defying the lord’s family even slightly could mean his own family would be fed to the crows in the public square.

‘Because of this bastard…’

Albrek had to abandon his pride as a blacksmith and lie about prices because the territory was full of people like that.

If he didn’t lie, he would be drowning in debt and eventually starve to death.

Swallowing his tears, Albrek replaced the rusty sword with a new one.

Kubel, unaware of the blacksmith’s struggles, smirked as he received the new sword.

“Hmm. Not bad.”

Without a single word of gratitude or acknowledgment, Kubel turned to leave the shop.

That was when his eyes landed on Duke.

“And who the hell are you?”

“?”

“?”

Both Duke and Albrek blinked in confusion at the sudden question.

Duke looked at Kubel as if he were an idiot, while Albrek looked at him as if he were insane.

But since Kubel had never had to worry about how others saw him, he didn’t notice their gazes. Instead, he pointed at the ground.

“Why aren’t you bowing your head to me?”

Kubel pointed downward with his finger, demanding submission.

As Albrek froze in horror at the typical behavior of an arrogant noble’s son, Duke strode toward Kubel.

And then—

“Your head is too high.”

Thwack!

Duke kicked Kubel’s shin.

With just a single kick, Kubel was sent flying, crashing onto the ground in a position that looked as if he were bowing.

Kubel, still not grasping the situation, gritted his teeth and tried to stand.

Duke sighed in front of him.

Sigh… Rex told me to suppress my aura to avoid attention, but…

Duke lamented the reality of a world where suppressing oneself only invited pests.

The moment Duke released a fraction of his power, raising his presence to the fifth rank, Kubel finally understood the situation and immediately prostrated himself on the ground.

“S-Sorry—”

“I don’t need an apology. Just leave. And leave that repaired sword behind.”

Duke simply wanted to get back to shopping.

He briefly considered crippling Kubel on the spot, but…

That would just bring retaliation from the lord, which might destroy this smithy.

Duke intended to rely on this shop for future equipment, so he wanted to avoid unnecessary trouble.

Besides, he already planned to take over this territory in the future.

There was no need to stir up trouble now.

Having lost interest in Kubel, Duke turned back to the blacksmith.

“So, how much for that greatsword?”

Blacksmith Albrek glanced between Duke and Kubel, who was limping his way out of the shop.

Duke called out to him again, snapping him out of his daze.

“Shopkeeper?”

“Y-Yes, sir!”

“How much for that greatsword?”

“Uh… well…”

For the first time in his life, Albrek’s mind worked at full capacity.

This man could do calculations.

He had the strength and aura to put a thug like Kubel in his place.

That meant Duke wasn’t just some self-proclaimed knight wandering around—he was a true knight, the kind you’d find in fairy tales.

Would someone like him really not know the price of a helmet?

Of course not.

Albrek realized that Duke had been showing him consideration.

(Which was not true at all.)


With that understanding, Albrek slammed his forehead onto the counter.

“I sincerely apologize, my lord!”

Thus began his desperate plea for forgiveness.

He had overcharged Duke out of sheer survival instinct, but now, he couldn’t even naturally come clean about it.

So, in his desperation, he blurted out the truth.

“The combined cost of the sword and the helmet doesn’t even add up to 28 Gulden!”

The helmet was 14 Gulden, the sword was 5 Gulden.

“Even together, they only cost 19 Gulden! As an apology for my deception—”

He was about to say, You can just take them for free.

But he couldn’t bring himself to say it.

The thought of the loss made his lips tremble.

Then, Duke spoke from above Albrek’s bowed head.

“Then let’s set the price for both at 28 Gulden.”

“My lord!?”

“This sword you made is worth 14 Gulden.”

“No, my lord! You can take both the sword and the helmet for free!”

“Then let this be my apology.”

“Huh?”

“If the title of ‘knight’ has brought you fear instead of reassurance, then as a fellow knight, it is only right that I apologize.”

It was complete nonsense.

Duke was just showing off because it wasn’t even his own money.

But it worked.

“My lord…!”

Albrek teared up as if he were seeing a true knight for the first time in his life.

“It’s an honor!”

Ignoring the blacksmith bowing his head, Duke walked past him and approached the sword embedded in the stone shelf.

“Your name shall now be Excalibu— …Wait, that sounds too much like a traitor’s sword.”

If he named it that, wouldn’t it seem like he was proclaiming himself as king?

After some thought, he settled on a name.

“I’ll go with Durandal.”

It was still a sword stuck in stone, but at least it didn’t carry the same treasonous aura.

Duke easily pulled Durandal from the stone shelf.

“Hmm. It’s got some weight to it.”

But it wasn’t difficult to wield.

Considering that most swords felt too light to him, this weight was just right.

After confirming the weight of the greatsword, Duke instinctively moved to sling it across his back.

Then, he remembered that carrying a greatsword on his back didn’t match the image he had in mind.

So, he tossed Durandal into his inventory instead.

“I’ll only take it out when I need it.”

His reasoning was ridiculous—if he wore the sword on his back, it would prevent his future cloak from billowing properly.

Albrek, watching Duke effortlessly lift a sword that even the lord struggled with and then casually cast a spatial magic spell, was once again overcome with reverence.

Meanwhile, Duke donned the newly purchased helmet and called out to Albrek.

“Excellent work, shopkeeper.”

“I’m relieved that you’re satisfied, my lord.”

“By the way, is there a place nearby where I can have clothes tailored? Preferably something like a special uniform.”

Albrek’s face brightened at Duke’s request.

“Oh! My wife works with special materials to craft formal attire!”

“Where is she?”

“Right next door! Allow me to guide you!”

The dwarven blacksmith stomped excitedly toward the shop.

Duke followed, this time being mindful of his movements.

Soon, they arrived at a clothing store located right next to the forge.

“Even the lord’s family frequently commissions outfits here, so you don’t need to worry about quality.”

Expecting good results, Duke stepped inside.

The moment he entered, Albrek’s wife greeted him.

She was a flamboyant dwarven woman, adorned with dazzling jewelry from head to toe.

“Oh my, oh my! What brings you here, my lord?”

She must have assumed he was a knight as soon as she saw his helmet.

Peeking out from behind Duke’s broad frame, Albrek spoke up.

“Dear, I made a mistake earlier, so as an apology, I’d like to have clothes tailored for this man. Can you do it?”

Upon hearing her husband’s request, the dwarf woman eagerly began her work, chattering away with the lively gossip of a local auntie.

While Duke stepped into the fitting room to try on the completed outfit, she whispered to her husband.

“So, who exactly is he?”

Albrek simply repeated the name he had heard earlier.

“He said his name is Duke. I feel like I’ve heard it somewhere before…”

“Wait… Duke Erwik?”

“Yeah, that sounds right.”

The moment she heard that, his wife’s expression changed, and she smacked Albrek’s back hard.

“You fool! You should have told me sooner!”

“Ow! Why? Who is he?”

“Ugh! Try keeping up with world news for once!”

She then rattled off Duke’s achievements.

A noble knight!

A righteous wandering warrior who never tolerated evil!

Though he hadn’t been in the spotlight for about a year, he was still a legend among bards.

As she quietly scolded her husband, Duke emerged from the fitting room, dressed in his new uniform.

He examined the outfit from various angles before commenting,

“The color is to my liking. Could you alter the lapels to a notch style and make the buttons double-breasted?”

The dwarf woman’s eyes gleamed at his use of precise tailoring terminology—something even the local lord rarely used.

“As expected, a true knight is different from those unrefined, newly rich nobles!”

Convinced of Duke’s nobility, she diligently noted down all his requests.

As a dwarf, she found great excitement in demonstrating her craftsmanship, something she hadn’t felt in a long time.

Even Albrek was unsettled by how fired up his wife had become.

Ignoring her husband, she continued discussing the outfit with Duke.

“What material should we use?”

“What do you have?”

“We recently got our hands on some drake leather—it’d be perfect for the lining.”

Originally, she had intended to present it as tribute to the lord.

But with her artisan spirit burning, that no longer mattered.

Determined to pour her soul into this project, she recommended only the finest materials.

Duke nodded in satisfaction.

“It will be ready by evening.”

“Can I wear a ready-made outfit in the meantime?”

Duke placed a gold coin on the counter.

“Of course, my lord.”

She handed him the change and selected a ready-made outfit that closely resembled his tailored one.

Though not a perfect fit, it still looked excellent on him.

Duke checked himself in the mirror and gave a nod of approval.

“A good purchase.”

***

Even after Duke left, Albrek’s wife remained unable to contain her excitement.

For dwarves, three things led to pure exhilaration—self-fulfillment, beer, and sausages.

With one of those passions now ablaze, she suddenly called out to her husband in a sickly sweet voice.

“Honey~”

“!!!”

To Albrek, that voice was more terrifying than a demon’s whisper from the depths of hell.

Struggling to suppress his dread, he hesitantly responded.

“U-uh… yeah?”

“Close the forge early today.”

“Huh?”

“I’ll make a reservation for beer and sausages at Billiné. Honey, finish work, send the kids to their grandparents, and take a bath. I’ll come straight home after I’m done.”

Without waiting for a response, she left with an excited breath.

Albrek, staring after his already-departed wife, belatedly called out in confusion.

“Wait? Honey? Why? What do you mean? Why sausages all of a sudden? And why the kids?”


No answer came.

The blacksmith hurried back to his forge and began strapping on his plate armor.

Meanwhile, Duke.

“Hmm. Good.”

He silently celebrated the completion of his mysterious and charismatic knight persona.




 
  Chapter 11 : Even the charismatic knight Duke has a favorite


A knight appeared in the Karrognar territory.

An outfit that should have looked awkward—a helmet, uniform, and cape.

Yet, the aura of the person wearing it overcame any awkwardness.

— “Who is that?”

— “No idea. I’ve never seen that style before.”

Under the gazes of the onlookers, the knight—Duke—smirked in satisfaction.

“Hmm.”

‘I do look pretty cool.’

It was a frivolous thought that didn’t quite match his appearance.

Duke adjusted his attire and checked the time.

‘It’s still a bit early to meet up with Rex.’

In the original story, the scene described entering during the day and leaving around sunset.

At the time, he thought the author just wanted to set the mood with the sunset, but now that he was experiencing it firsthand, it made sense.

‘Finding someone in a slave trading group is a real pain.’

Duke realized this while searching for a missing child as a wandering knight.

Looking for someone in a slave trading network was an exhausting and frustrating task.

Many captives were too broken to respond when called by name, and many had changed beyond recognition.

Worst of all, slavers had no sense of professionalism(?), so even if you asked them, they wouldn’t know.

To make matters worse, Rex didn’t even know A’s name or appearance—only a pair of shoes as a clue.

Spending an entire day searching wasn’t unreasonable.

‘Anyway, I’ve got plenty of time left.’

Checking the time, he estimated that he’d need to reserve about three hours for finding A.

‘How should I kill time?’

Just then—

Growl.

‘Ah, I forgot to eat lunch.’

Duke had been so excited about getting his equipment that he completely forgot about lunch.

For a moment, he considered grabbing a simple sandwich, but…

‘Ugh. That’d be kind of lame.’

Sitting by the plaza fountain in full knightley attire while eating a sandwich?

That would ruin the image.

A restaurant crossed his mind, but then another problem arose—the menu.

‘Damn it. I never planned what kind of food I should eat in this persona…!’

How could he have neglected such an important detail for 200 years?!

His original plan was to settle in a mansion, hire a personal chef, and eat alone in his room after dismissing all the servants.

That would enhance his air of mystery.

But he had never considered how to handle meals during this transitional period before settling down.

‘Tch… I can’t believe I made such a mistake…!’

Do all charismatic final bosses in stories plan for things like this?

Duke suddenly felt admiration for them.

At that moment, a woman’s voice called out from behind him.

“Excuse me, are you Sir Erwik?”

Hearing his name, Duke instinctively reached for his helmet.

‘Huh? I’m definitely wearing a different helmet, though.’

The wandering knight Duke Erwik was known for his worn-out armor and the red crest on his helmet, resembling a rooster’s comb.

But the Duke Erwik under Rex’s command had a much cleaner, more dignified look.

‘How did she recognize me?’

On top of that, he distinctly remembered the blacksmith mentioning that his helmet had a slight perception-dampening effect.

‘Did that blacksmith scam me?’

As he reached that conclusion, he mentally cursed the blacksmith, who was probably fighting a different kind of battle elsewhere.

But there was no point in dwelling on that now.

Resigning himself to the situation, Duke turned toward the woman who had addressed him.

The first thing he noticed was the headpieces and hats worn by the knights escorting her.

Being unusually tall for a human, Duke could see their headgear before anything else.

Lowering his gaze slightly, he caught sight of the woman’s crown.

A striking blue streak stood out against her black hair.

As he looked further, her pale, porcelain-like skin peeked through the strands of hair.

At that moment, Duke’s heart began to race.

‘No way…’

He lowered his gaze even more.

And then, he met her eyes.

Beautiful black irises, reminiscent of obsidian.

‘Ah…’

For the first time, Duke’s roleplay wavered.

While he struggled to suppress the cheer welling up from deep inside, the woman took a closer look at his face and hesitated.

“I’m sorry. Your mana signature is similar to someone I know, but…”

“I am Duke.”

“…Pardon?”

“I do not know you, but I am indeed Duke Erwik. And you are?”

The woman gracefully bowed her head without losing her dignity.

“Once again, I apologize for speaking so suddenly. My name is…”

‘Yoo Hana.’

Duke instinctively held back the words that nearly escaped his lips.

Fortunately, he didn’t interrupt her.

“…Yoo Hana. I am also the lord of a territory adjacent to this one. I am staying here for business and happened to run into you.”

Behind his helmet, Duke bit his lower lip, overcome with emotion.

‘Oh, heavens. I don’t usually believe in you, but today… thank you.’

For once, he felt grateful to the heavens he normally ignored.

And for good reason—Hana was his ultimate favorite.


‘Yoo Hana.’

She was the first person in this world to show that Rex’s dream was possible.

In a world where people advanced their power by killing their subjects, their friends, and even their families—haunted by their karma—she proved to Rex that there was another way.

In short, she was Rex’s senior, his mentor, and his spiritual anchor.

‘Thanks to you, Rex was able to hold onto his humanity until the very end.’

Because of her example, Rex was able to reject the path of power through evil deeds until the conclusion of the story.

As a result, her presence persisted throughout the novel, and Duke adored her more than any other character.

However, she was not Rex’s heroine.

Duke barely managed to maintain his roleplay in front of his favorite character, nodding his head.

“Hana… In the Eastern Allied Kingdoms, that word means ‘the greatest,’ does it not?”

Duke himself had merely stiffly nodded due to his nervousness, but perhaps because of his helmet, the gesture appeared slightly arrogant.

Hana’s escort knights subtly showed signs of displeasure at his attitude.

But unlike her guards, Hana seemed rather pleased, as if Duke had shown respect for her homeland’s culture.

Her escorts failed to notice her shift in mood, but strangely, Duke—meeting her for the first time—perceived it with perfect clarity.

‘She looks happy.’

For reasons unknown, seeing his favorite character’s happiness made Duke happy as well.

But he couldn’t allow himself to be completely overjoyed.

After all, he knew her fate.

‘Hana never ends up with anyone.’

She had undoubtedly taught Rex about virtue and chivalry.

She had proven that one could grow stronger through constant training and effort rather than through evil deeds.

She had demonstrated, among lords who saw exploitation and human sacrifice as the norm, that a territory could be ruled with law and justice.

Through welfare—a concept foreign to this world—she had shown that prosperity was possible for all.

And yet, for some reason, no romantic flags were ever raised between her and Rex.

The reason for this was revealed early in the novel.

Because in the end… she took her own life.

For none other than her people.

***

[Duke’s Perspective]

Yoo Hana died early in the novel, consumed by her own karma.

In a world where karma and divine punishment dictated fate, she had committed a sin so great that even this bleak world considered it unforgivable.

Exploitation and murder were seen as necessary evils to advance in power, but even in this brutal reality, one absolute taboo remained.

Cannibalism / Human Sacrifice.

She had broken this ultimate taboo.

Of course, her circumstances were tragic.

At the start of the novel, her territory was invaded, overrun by hordes of magical beasts, and struck by a devastating plague.

Desperate for strength, she and her knights made a solemn pact—she devoured them with her own shadow.

The power she gained from consuming her knights was overwhelming.

‘Cannibalism is undeniably effective for power growth.’

There was a reason orcs and goblins, as demonic beings, grew stronger so quickly.

Compared to mere killing, cannibalism provided an astronomical boost in power.

But the karma it accrued was incomparable.

Even in this world, where people tried to endure karma’s weight by rapidly accumulating power, cannibalism was never recommended.

The cost was simply too high—the accumulated karma shattered any potential gains.

‘There’s a reason why humans, not cannibalistic monsters, rule this land.’

That was why it was a taboo.

‘But Hana broke that taboo knowingly.’

To protect the land she loved.

And in the end, though she saved her territory, she was cursed in return.

Her own people feared that her presence would bring an even greater catastrophe.

Religious fanatics, oblivious to nuance, condemned her.

Fearing that karma would destroy her land, she took her own life.

Or perhaps it wasn’t even the karma.

Maybe it was the unbearable guilt toward her fallen subordinates, the betrayal she felt from her people, or the sheer emptiness that drove her to the edge.

“Please… protect this beautiful land of Sneria.”

That was her final request to Rex before she ended her life.

Rex, though he started in the territory he now ruled, made Sneria the foundation of his future empire.

Sneria ultimately became the imperial capital.

But her own story ended in tragedy.

“I’m sorry for leaving you with such a one-sided request.”

Duke recalled her sorrowful smile as she cut her own throat.

And now, that same melancholic smile overlapped with the gentle expression she wore before him.

He shook his head and forced himself back to reality.

She was still alive.

And he possessed the knowledge and power to change her tragic fate.

Hana was diligent, but ultimately, she couldn’t break free from medieval knowledge and traditions.

She had leadership and dedication, but lacked political prowess and raw power—leading to her downfall.

Fortunately, in this worldline, there was no need for that tragedy to repeat.

So there was no reason for him to dwell on it now.

Duke continued the conversation with Hana.

“My apologies, but I do not recall meeting you.”

He had no idea how she recognized him.

And he preferred to clear up any potential misunderstandings before they snowballed.

Fortunately, she didn’t seem offended by his question.

“That makes sense. When we fought on the same battlefield, I was merely a resistance officer.”

‘Wait… don’t tell me…’

Sweat poured down like a waterfall beneath my helmet.

Without waiting for me, she whispered,

“I have been eagerly anticipating our meeting, Ophir.”

Oh, my god.

She and I decided to change locations.

She led me to a restaurant, and naturally, I followed her into a private room.

“I’ll be speaking alone with the Duke. You all wait outside.”

Her voice was brimming with charisma, completely different from the gentle tone she had used when speaking to me earlier.

‘So cool, sister.’

As expected, she was the Queen Hana I knew.

While I was applauding her internally, her escorts protested.

“”Lady Sneria!!””

Hearing that, I realized something.

Oh, right—Hana’s given name was Sneria.

Since she was from the East, she had a unique naming system.

Her Hwi was her true name, recorded in the family register, but difficult to use in official settings.

Ja was the name she primarily used in society as an adult.

And Ho was a name she had chosen for herself, more like a nickname.

(The details are a bit different, but that’s the general idea.)

In social settings, people used her Ja, while those closer to her used her Ho.

And as for her Hwi…

‘Only family or truly close people can use it.’

Most of the time, people didn’t even reveal their Hwi.

If someone knew it but wasn’t close to them and still used it, it was practically a declaration of a duel.

‘Then why did she…?’

Why had she introduced herself to me using her Hwi?

As I was puzzled over it, she was engaged in an argument with her knights.

Their reasons for stopping her varied, but in summary:

Being alone with this crazy monster bastard is dangerous.

I felt both pleased and annoyed at the same time.

It was satisfying that her subordinates had enough insight to recognize my level.

But it was irritating that, despite my attempts to conceal it, they saw right through me.

‘Does this mean I have no talent for acting?’

They had figured out that I was Ophir, that I was strong—despite my 200 years of carefully maintaining a false identity.

Had I just been doing my own personal Truman Show this whole time?

The thought was depressing.

So much so that I even forgot about roleplaying, my mood affecting the atmosphere around me.

Seeing my reaction, the knights flinched.

Some of them even reached for their weapons, interpreting it as a threat.

At that moment, Hana stopped them.

“If this person truly intended to harm me, you all would be useless.”

“…”

“And besides, he’s not that kind of person.”

Come on, Your Majesty, no need to hurt your knights’ feelings like that.

But apart from that, I felt pretty good.

Being acknowledged by her…

While I was secretly feeling smug, the knights seemed to accept it and withdrew.

In the end, only she and I remained in the restaurant’s private room.

She dismissed her knights, closed the door, and wrapped the room in her signature shadow magic, ensuring perfect soundproofing.

Then she finally spoke.

“S-so, actually…”

“???”

The moment the knights left, her entire demeanor changed.

Gone was the reliable and flawless queen I knew.

In her place stood a shy girl, fidgeting with her fingers.

‘Holy—’

Cute.

My hand twitches, itching to pat her head before I even realized it.

Even though she was quite tall for a woman, she only reached my chest, which somehow made her seem even cuter.

‘Get a grip. Why do I keep breaking character?’

While I was struggling to keep myself together, she finally got to the point.

“Can I… shake your hand, just once?”


The moment she said that, I was sure.

“Oh, heavens above.”

Two hundred years of living for the sake of being an infamous, ruthless, charismatic final boss.

If all that hardship had led to this moment…

Then I’d gladly live through it all again.




 
  Chapter 12 : Even the charismatic knight Duke has a favorite (1/2)


Until their ordered meal arrived, Duke and Hana talked about the past.

“Duke, do you truly not remember me?”

At her question, Duke gently nodded.

No matter how much he searched his memory, he could not recall ever meeting her.

How many battlefields did I roam during my time as Ophir?

According to her, she had been an officer in the resistance and had fought on the same battlefields as him.

However, Duke had never associated with the resistance during those times.

While they had shared the same battlefields under the common goal of toppling the Empire, they had neither cooperated nor even held a proper conversation.

That was why, even after learning she had been a resistance officer, it was difficult for him to understand how she knew his true identity.

Perhaps noticing his expression, she asked in a hesitant, almost shy voice, “Do you remember the battle at the citadel on the Katzen Plains?”

Duke had no trouble recalling the place.

It was among the top five most enjoyable battles of his time as Ophir.

However, even knowing the location, he still could not remember her.

Seeing his reaction, she nodded as if it were only natural.

“I figured as much. After all, I only watched you from afar, Ophir.”

She looked at the knight sitting before her and recalled that battlefield.

***

In the final years of the Empire, the entire nation had become a warzone.

The oppressed Ain, persecuted under the Empire’s ideology, had risen to form a liberation army.

Meanwhile, the exploited commoners had taken up farming tools and formed a resistance.

Hana had been one of those resistance fighters.

She was from the eastern regions of the Empire, an area now known as the Eastern Principality Alliance.

She had joined the resistance out of a desire for vengeance against the lord who had killed her parents.

By secretly observing the training of other officers, she gained enough knowledge to break through her first barrier.

Then, after defeating a knight on the battlefield and studying the secret martial arts manual he had carried, she managed to break through the second barrier as well.

Reaching the third rank, she freely manipulated her own shadow, dominating the battlefield.

Among knights, the third rank was considered elite, making her a key asset of the resistance.

The Shadow Princess.

That was the alias given to her after she was placed on the wanted list as a resistance officer.

She had reached the third rank at an age far younger than most superhumans, and because her appearance had remained fixed in her twenties, others called her a princess—perhaps out of jealousy, as if mocking a mere child for being arrogant.

But she didn’t care.

Her extended lifespan, her eternally youthful beauty—none of it mattered to her.

The only thing she cared about was the fact that she had nearly achieved her dream.

Soon, I will create a land where ordinary people can live in peace.

She had never feared death.

She had a dream worth risking her life for.

As long as she could accomplish that dream, it didn’t matter when her time ran out.

And so, to fulfill the final step of her dream, she continued to step onto the battlefield.

But the moment she first encountered a fourth-rank knight, she realized how naive she had been.

“Ugh…!”

“You rushed toward death too soon, still so young.”

The knight who had forced her to her knees spoke.

It was the siege of the Katzen Plains fortress.

In front of a fortress that had stood unbreached for 500 years, she encountered a fourth-rank superhuman for the first time.

Encouraged by their repeated victories in previous sieges, the resistance believed that if their officers worked together, they could take down a fourth-rank warrior.

But they were mistaken.

The difference between ranks was not so easily overcome.

Even with several third-rank officers working together, they could not bring down a fully matured fourth-rank knight.

What was even more despairing was that this fourth-rank knight was merely a subordinate of the lord.

In other words, to a fifth-rank lord, the resistance was nothing more than an amusing event.

Proving this point, when she looked up, she saw the lord and his retainers on the fortress walls, swirling wine in their glasses.

“Bravo! Magnificent!”

One of the retainers shouted toward the knight.

As if the resistance’s struggle against the knight was nothing more than an entertaining play.

She did not want to accept this absurd reality.

So, using a spear made from shadows as a staff, she pushed herself up.

The knight, who had just been saluting the audience on the walls, pointed his sword at her.

“What a tragic fate, young girl.”

That was the moment she first met Ophir.

He suddenly appeared in the middle of the sunlit plains.

“A disadvantageous battlefield… What a perfect stage. Mind if I join this war? Not that I need an answer.”

Ophir, the serpent that devours the land.

Arrogantly crossing his arms, he gazed down at the battlefield from a hilltop like its undisputed predator.

The fourth-rank knight, who had been so composed moments ago, panicked at the sight of him and shouted.

“A snake! Everyone, retreat to the fortress!”

The knight didn’t even have time to finish off Hana—he was too busy running away.

What had seemed like a completely one-sided battle just moments ago had suddenly turned.

The knight and his soldiers, who had embodied unfair oppression, were now fleeing from a single man.

Chasing after the retreating knights, Ophir spoke.

“Pathetic. The moment the tides turned, you showed your backs so easily.”

His combat prowess was overwhelming.

With impossible speed, he overtook the knight’s horse, dragged him down, and disarmed him.

Then, with swordplay too fast for the eye to follow, he began a one-sided slaughter.

With a single blade, Ophir painted the plains red.

“Wai—ugh!”

Kicking up clouds of dust to use as cover, he continued his massacre.

Even the lord and his retainers, who had been watching the resistance die from atop the walls, turned pale and ducked behind cover.

Desperate to save themselves, they locked the gates, abandoning their own knights and soldiers to be hunted by Ophir.

The same knights who had killed his comrades for sport were now reduced to prey.


The resistance, witnessing this turn of fate, erupted in cheers for Ophir.

But he paid them no mind and simply continued his slaughter.

His actions seemed to declare that he sought no recognition or fame.

The resistance watched his silent battle with admiration.

Hana was no exception.

“Open the gate! Let us in—!”

Schk!

Amid the desperate screams, Ophir cut down the last knight left outside the fortress.

Kicking the fallen knight aside, he muttered,

“Isn’t camaraderie supposed to be one of a knight’s virtues? So this is the extent of the chivalry you all boast about.”

Yet despite his provocation, the fortress gates remained tightly shut.

Ophir silently gazed at the sealed gates.

Sensing the opportunity, Hana couldn’t hold back and called out to him.

“We can hel—”

But before she could finish, Ophir cut her off.

“I don’t need followers. If you really want to help, pick up a weapon.”

With those words, he grabbed the spears scattered across the battlefield and hurled them at the fortress walls.

Boom!

The impact shook the walls as if they had been struck by a catapult.

Using the embedded spear shafts, Ophir created a makeshift staircase and climbed over the fortress wall.

Of course, no one in the resistance possessed the agility to follow him up the spears.

In the end, all they could do was stare blankly at the fortress wall that Ophir had climbed alone.

Hana, too, found herself unable to take her eyes off the spot where he had stood.

And that day, when the gates of the fortress—unbroken for 500 years—finally opened,

A deep admiration for Ophir took root in Yoo Hana’s heart.

***

While Hana was lost in her memories, Duke was also reminiscing.

However, his recollections were slightly different from hers.

The part where he had slaughtered the knights on Katzen Plains was the same.

The difference began just before Ophir scaled the fortress wall.

Standing atop a mound of knight corpses, gazing at the fortress gate, Ophir thought to himself.

“How should I make my entrance suit my character?”

Flying over the wall would have been easy, but it lacked style.

Ophir’s character was that of a final boss—one with overwhelming speed, strength, and magic, yet also possessing exceptional technique.

If Duke was the embodiment of slow, creeping despair, Ophir was the sheer, crushing hopelessness that shattered any will to resist.

Simply flicking a flight spell to get over the wall didn’t feel right.

It needed to be fast, it needed to break the enemy’s spirits, and it needed to be a performance that would leave the resistance in awe as they watched from behind.

As he pondered how to make his entrance as stylish as possible, someone from the resistance called out from behind him.

“Let us hel—”

Ophir instinctively responded.

“I have no need for followers. If you truly wish to aid me, take up your weapons. Create more battlefields.”

The last part might have been drowned out by the wind, but Ophir didn’t care.

He focused on getting over the wall.

He threw spears to create steps and used them to climb.

It was a way to showcase that he wasn’t just about brute force—he had skill, too.

Then, alone, he leaped over the fortress wall.

What happened inside the fortress afterward was a part of Duke’s history that he would rather forget.

“Behold! An intruder has arrived! Lord of the castle, show me your duty!”

“Oh? You managed to block that? Then how about this? Show me a new strategy!”

“More! Entertain me more!”

***

Duke’s Perspective

“Ah… damn it…”

Back in reality, as my long-forgotten embarrassing past resurfaced, I squeezed my eyes shut.

That was a time when I had abandoned my identity and let loose.

Now, those ridiculous lines from the past were coming back to stab me in the heart.

“Hmph. The thrill is gone.”

Ophir always used to say that when leaving the battlefield.

It sounded like something a war fanatic like him would say.

“I never expected anyone to recognize me!!”


To be fair, I had taken every precaution.

I never used Duke’s signature telekinesis while acting as Ophir.

I didn’t use Duke’s measured and oppressive swordplay but instead an overwhelming fast-strike style.

Even the magic I used was either what I had learned from my master or what I had stolen from dragons.





 
  Chapter 12 : Even the charismatic knight Duke has a favorite (2/2)


There was absolutely no reason for anyone to suspect that Ophir and Duke were the same person.

Even the Thirteen Stars of Heaven had been completely fooled.

“Then how did Hana find out…?”

After thinking it over, I asked her directly.

“How did you figure out my identity? And is there anyone else who knows?”

Since I had already slipped into my Ophir speech pattern, I decided to just keep talking that way.

Far from being offended by my superior attitude, she blushed slightly and replied,

“In my homeland, when a respected teacher passes away, we mourn them for three years. Do you know about the three-year mourning period? Ah, you do.”

I nodded, though inwardly, I was getting anxious about where this was going.

“Wait… don’t tell me—”

“Then this will be quick. It was exactly three months after the official announcement of Ophir’s death. I was returning home after gathering firewood when I happened to see you walking out of his grave.”

“Oh, Jesus.”

She was right.

At the time, I had staged Ophir’s official death and arranged for him to be secretly buried under a pile of stones.

Everything had gone according to plan.

Then, I had waited inside the grave for three months to make sure the deception was airtight.

(I had considered coming out after three days, but I figured if anyone saw me, it would spark some kind of new religious movement. So, I played it safe and waited three months.)

Since no one was likely to hold memorial rites for Ophir anyway, I figured there was no reason for anyone to wait by the grave for three months, let alone three years.

The problem was that Hana had indeed been waiting in front of the grave—prepared to do so for three years.

“So that’s why I thought I saw something like a small hut near the grave.”

At the time, I had assumed it belonged to a random vagrant or wandering traveler.

Since no one was inside when I checked, I hurriedly fled the scene.

But in reality, that hut belonged to Hana.

And on her way back from gathering firewood, she saw me walking out of the grave.

What followed was more or less as expected.

The empire collapsed, and in its place, hundreds of kingdoms were founded.

As a high-ranking member of the resistance, Hana was recognized for her contributions and could have become the ruler of a small kingdom.

“I don’t have the ability to rule a kingdom.”

She refused and only accepted the relatively small Sneria territory.

(Of course, even Sneria was about the size of modern South Korea.)

Even after becoming a lord, Hana spent the next hundred years collecting stories about Duke Erwik, the wandering knight.

Sometimes through newspapers, other times through bards, and at times using informants—she tracked his tales, comparing his actions to those of Ophir.

And then, she realized the truth.

“Now that I think about it, Ophir was strange. He constantly called for war, yet he never once sided with the empire or attacked powerless civilians.”

“…”

“He always fought for the weak, never sought any rewards, and even willingly accepted disgrace.”

In other words, to Hana, Ophir was…

“Duke, you really haven’t changed much from back then.”

“Cough!”

Her admiring gaze sent a wave of guilt crashing into my heart.

“Urgh…”

No.

That’s not true at all.

I fought on the weaker side simply because it seemed more fun to go against a powerful empire.

Besides, the empire was doomed to fall anyway, so I figured I might as well enjoy destroying it.

But looking at Hana’s sparkling eyes, full of admiration…

“How the hell am I supposed to tell her the truth?!”

She was gazing at me like a girl meeting her favorite idol.

There was no way I could crush her fantasy.

More than that… deep down, I wanted to look even cooler in front of her.

After thinking hard, I decided to just roll with the misunderstanding.

“It’s a shameful past.”

I immediately began reframing my history as Ophir.

“Back then, I arrogantly believed that I alone could bring peace.”

Lowering my head, I deliberately deepened my voice for effect.

Hana couldn’t take her eyes off my helmet.

“Sir…”

“I thought wounds inflicted by the sword would naturally heal with time. How foolish of me. I had neither the ability nor the responsibility to mend those wounds.”

“If that’s the case, then please come to our Sneria territory and—”

“I’m sorry, but I already serve a lord.”

At those words, Hana trembled slightly, as if shaken by the revelation.

“The one you serve… just what kind of person are they?”

“Khan. A man who will rise beyond that title.”

It wasn’t a lie.

In the end, Rex would achieve far more than the first Khan, the great Conqueror King.

Wanting to lighten the mood before it got too heavy, I quickly changed the subject.

“So, you’ve reached the Fourth Rank. You must have worked hard.”

The Hana I knew had broken through the Fourth Rank without any miraculous encounters.

She hadn’t performed human sacrifices, brewed people into elixirs, exploited her citizens, or sought enlightenment through murder.

She had no master, no hidden martial manuals, and no special bloodline.

Yet, through pure meditation and training, she broke through the Fourth Rank after a hundred years.

While also governing her territory.

“Other lords abandon their duties and just indulge in their training and hobbies.”

Compared to them, Hana’s achievement was on an entirely different level.

“You truly are a wise and noble ruler. Your knights must feel honored to serve you.”

At my words, Hana’s face lit up with joy.

“Thank you, sir.”

“No, I should be the one thanking you.”

“Huh?”


I looked at Hana, who was staring at me with wide, surprised eyes.

I understood her struggles well.

Unlike the other lords, who were all in the 5th to 7th realm, she was still in the 4th, and it made her uneasy.

She constantly questioned whether the path she had chosen was the right one.

While the other lords neglected the management of their territories and suppressed any resulting discontent with overwhelming force, she paid attention to welfare and listened to the voices of her much weaker subjects.

The fact that religious zealots, who wouldn’t dare open their mouths in other territories, were vocal in hers was proof of this.

Even so, she remained steadfast in her beliefs.

She climbed to her current level not through exploitation and murder but through training and enlightenment.

I found her incredibly admirable.

“Thanks to your conviction, I was able to regain my confidence as well. I offer you my respect.”

She waved her hands dismissively.

“No, not at all! I merely followed in your footsteps, Sir!”

“?”

“Didn’t you also reach your level while avoiding unnecessary bloodshed and upholding justice? Because of you, I was able to stay firm on my path.”

At that moment, I realized my mistake.

She was slightly different from her counterpart in the original story.

In the original, she had to walk this path alone, constantly questioning whether she was doing the right thing.

In the end, she succumbed to temptation and broke a taboo.

But this world’s Hana was different.

Because she had been following in my footsteps, she had never once doubted her path.

Looking into her obsidian-like eyes, filled with confidence,

“Hahaha!”

I couldn’t help but burst into a genuine laugh for the first time in a long while.

She stared at me in confusion, but I couldn’t stop laughing.

‘This is incredible!’

I had walked this path without hesitation because I knew about the original Rex and his subordinates.

That Rex had followed Hana’s trail without hesitation.

And now, in this world, Hana was following mine.

‘I was not wrong!’

If this wasn’t the true cycle of virtue, then what was?

Without hesitation, I took off my helmet, revealing my bare face.

“Sir?!”

She was shocked.

For a wandering knight like Duke to reveal his face after a hundred years—it was no small gesture.

I held out my cup toward her.

“You have placed your trust in me and shared your name. Shouldn’t I also show my sincerity?”

At my words, her composure wavered as well.

She was surprised that I knew her homeland’s customs and even more surprised that I was expressing boundless trust in her.

But soon, her shock turned into joy.

“It is an honor, Sir.”

She also raised her cup.

“I can say this with certainty. You are a greater lord than any I have met. Had I not already sworn loyalty to my master, I would have followed you without hesitation.”

“I am honored as well. To receive such praise from a knight as great as you… I am at a loss for words.”

Clink.

The sound of their cups meeting rang through the room, clear and pure.

Everything sounded beautiful when one was in a good mood.

‘This is the best day.’

Feeling satisfied, I downed the wine in my cup.

…Something felt like it was slipping my mind, but it probably wasn’t important.

I decided to enjoy the moment.

***

[Hana’s Perspective]

She clinked glasses with him and savored the wine.

‘Hmm.’

It wasn’t high-quality wine by any means.

Compared to her own domain, this territory was far too poor.

The difference was evident even in the wine’s quality.

It was absurd to compare a land sustained by forced labor with one she had carefully cultivated.

But at this moment, even this cheap wine tasted sweeter than any fine liquor.

She lifted her gaze to look at Duke’s face.

‘I never understood why the women in my domain would squeal whenever the knights finished training…’

Now, she understood.

A face suddenly revealed beneath a helmet was far more lethal to the heart than she had expected.

Feeling a pleasant tightness in her chest, she took another sip of wine.

‘I didn’t want to come to this place, but I never expected such an encounter.’

For once, she felt a slight sense of gratitude toward fate.

Just then, the steak she had ordered arrived.

Even though it was an insult to compare this steak to what she had in her own domain, she cut into it and took a bite.

And when she looked at Duke’s face—

‘…It tastes good.’

Their eyes met.

They exchanged subtle smiles and enjoyed their meal together.

***


Meanwhile, Rex.

“Ughhh…”

Slumped in a lounge after pausing his shopping at the slave market, Rex groaned.

‘How the hell did Cinderella’s prince talk to every woman in the kingdom…?’

Once again, he was reminded that royalty was not a job just anyone could handle.



 
  Chapter 13 : The Value of a Heart (1/2)


While Duke and Hana were dining alone inside a private room, her retainers and escort knights were waiting for her outside.

Among them, the more experienced knights anxiously shook their legs.

At first, the lower-ranking knights assumed this was merely an expression of loyalty.

However, when they realized that only the senior knights were uneasy, they, too, began to sense something was off.

Eventually, a lower-ranking knight who was close to his seniors stepped forward to ask on behalf of the others.

“Senior, is there really a reason to be this anxious?”

“Don’t you find it stranger that you’re not nervous, considering you’re one of Lady Sneria’s escort knights?”

The senior knight’s response made the other experienced knights nod in agreement.

However, the junior knights tilted their heads in confusion.

“This is my first time meeting Sir Erwik in person, but from what the bards say, he seems like a good man.”

A man who always protected the weak, vanquished the wicked, and never seemed to pursue wealth or fame.

Just as the knights here had pledged loyalty to Sneria, deeply moved by her character, they believed that the Duke must be a similar kind of person.

The senior knights agreed with the statement itself.

“Yes. Duke Erwik is indeed a noble knight. But that doesn’t mean he’s safe.”

“What?”

One of the senior knights glanced toward the private room where their lord was and then swept his gaze over the younger knights.

“You still lack an understanding of magic, which is why you think that way. What rank are you?”

“I’ve just reached the 2nd rank.”

The senior knight proceeded to ask the others the same question.

“And you?”

“I’m also 2nd rank.”

“And you?”

“I’m level 19.”

“So, a 1st ranker. You’re all still young, so it’s natural that you don’t fully grasp this.”

Of course, the knight who had reached 2nd rank was already 90 years old this year, but he was nothing compared to the senior knight.

Even though achieving superhuman status slowed their aging, those who had lived beyond that realm were on a different level entirely.

With an old-fashioned manner of speech that didn’t match his youthful face, the senior knight explained to his juniors.

“I’m 3rd rank. Compared to Lady Sneria, I’m just a fledgling, but at least I understand how magic works.”

Knights at the 1st and 2nd ranks could wield magic by memorizing spells without truly understanding their principles.

Only from the 3rd rank onward did one begin to grasp the underlying mechanics and mental imagery behind magic.

That was why the senior knight spoke with certainty.

“Duke Erwik… His magic is proof of just how dangerous he is.”

***

The fact that Duke Erwik primarily used telekinesis alongside his swordsmanship was widely known.

Not only did he make no effort to hide it, but bards eagerly spread the news.

Telekinesis was a form of magic that even beginners could use.

Even an ordinary citizen at the 0th rank could lift objects with enough training in telekinesis.

The spell formula was simple, and it was one of the most basic skills people learned when first introduced to magic.

That was why no one found it particularly odd when they heard that the Duke used telekinesis.

“If he’s built up such legendary feats using magic that anyone can learn, it’s hard to even imagine how powerful he must be.”

Just as easily as one could imagine it, they must have empathized with it and admired it.

The senior knight lifted a glass of water using telekinesis and placed it in front of his junior.

“But telekinesis isn’t as simple as it seems.”

Once one reached the level of a 3rd-rank knight and understood the principles behind telekinesis, it was impossible to see it the same way anymore.

“Have you ever found it strange? Have you ever seen anyone other than Sir Erwik use telekinesis in real combat?”

“Uh… The lord of the Trindol region—”

“He uses gravity magic, not telekinesis.”

“…Now that I think about it, no, I haven’t.”

“Then have you ever considered why only Sir Erwik uses it while no one else does?”

“Maybe because its output is weak?”

The senior knight shook his head in dissatisfaction at the junior knight’s answer.

“If that were the case, Sir Erwik wouldn’t use it either.”

“Then why…?”

“Have you ever imagined using telekinesis on a person?”

The junior knight shook his head at the question.

“Since we’re on the topic, try using telekinesis on my finger.”

The senior knight held out his hand.

The junior knight immediately applied telekinesis to his senior’s finger.

However, he felt something push back against him, and his telekinesis was instantly dispelled.

“Huh?”

“This is the normal reaction.”

Seeing the junior knight’s confusion, the senior knight began explaining the principles behind telekinesis.

“Telekinesis only remains a beginner’s magic when applied to inanimate objects without mana. When used on objects imbued with mana, it becomes intermediate magic. And when used on living beings with a will of their own, it becomes an advanced magic of the highest level.”

Telekinesis was a magic that forced reality to conform to one’s imagined movements by infusing it with mana.

“Let me put it in simpler terms. Which do you think is easier—throwing a fireball to ignite something, or setting fire to a person’s internal organs?”

“Throwing a fireball, of course.”

“Why?”

“Because if you try to ignite someone’s insides, they’ll resist.”

A superhuman’s body was like a miniature universe.

No matter how great the difference in skill, it was difficult to intrude upon another person’s inner universe.

The senior knight made sure his junior understood this before continuing.

“Exactly. The same applies to telekinesis. If you try to manipulate someone with it, just a slight resistance—like what I did earlier—will break the spell. And yet, it consumes an immense amount of mana.”

But Duke Erwik was doing it with ease.

“The fact that he can physically manipulate a living, willful being with telekinesis means his universe is swallowing up theirs.”

“I understand now, Senior. In short, it means Sir Erwik’s level is that high, right?”

“No, no. You still don’t get it. It has nothing to do with level. Didn’t I already tell you? Telekinesis is a magic that forces reality to conform to one’s imagination. There’s no magic more straightforward than this.”

With fire magic, one only needs to imagine throwing a fireball—the process after ignition doesn’t require further thought.

But telekinesis required one to clearly envision the entire process from start to finish.

“Choking someone with telekinesis isn’t as simple as just wishing to strangle them. You need an image strong enough to completely overwhelm their inner universe.”


The senior knight cast telekinesis on the junior knight’s finger.

Only after pouring enough mana to make him break into a cold sweat did the junior knight’s finger move ever so slightly.

“See that? It’s not a matter of level. Normally, even moving a single finger is a struggle, let alone choking someone.”

And he hadn’t even imbued it with killing intent.

Yet, despite not needing any malice, this was how much effort it took—something the senior knight emphasized.

Now, the junior knight finally seemed to grasp the implication.

“Then… Duke Erwik…”

“Sir Erwik is capable of harboring killing intent toward someone he’s just met. If someone were to stand in his way, he wouldn’t hesitate to twist their neck.”

“!!!”

“Before I told you, none of you even considered the possibility of using telekinesis on a person, did you?”

It was common sense that telekinesis could only be used on objects.

This belief had become so ingrained because, under normal mental structures, it was impossible to even imagine using telekinesis on a person.

Since people couldn’t imagine it, the thought never occurred to them, and thus, they never attempted it.

Furthermore, to even realize that Duke’s telekinesis was abnormal, one needed to reach the 3rd rank and understand the principles of magic.

To ordinary citizens, he was simply seen as a noble knight.

“There was that story, remember? How Sir Erwik crushed a vile dark magician’s heart using telekinesis.”

“That can’t be…”

“Even a dark magician, who sacrifices humans as casually as eating meals, requires a whole month to cast a spell that crushes a heart.”

Heart Break.

A curse that required deep resentment toward the target, materials like their hair, and a month of precise visualization before it could be cast.

Duke had replicated that spell instantly with telekinesis.

“Who knows? Maybe Sir Erwik could shatter the hearts of every knight here with just a thought.”

Only now did the junior knight understand why his seniors were so concerned.

As he turned pale and stared at the room where his lord had gone, his senior spoke.

“Justice? It’s a wonderful word. But remember this—throughout history, the greatest evils were considered justice, depending on one’s perspective.”

In the end, justice itself was just another form of madness.

With those final words, the knights fell into a heavy silence.

***

Contrary to the knights’ fears, Yoo Hana walked out of the room without a single scratch.

““Lady Sneria!””

“?”

Hana looked puzzled at her knights, who were greeting her as if she had just returned from a battlefield.

‘Why?’

She had just had such a wonderful time inside that room, yet she couldn’t understand why her subordinates were looking at her with concern.

Duke was equally confused.

‘Why are these people acting so wary of me?’

Though they seemed to be welcoming Hana, the knights had subtly arranged themselves in a formation that would allow them to block Duke from her at any moment.

‘Hmm. Is it because they’re government officials and can’t accept a vigilante?’


Duke might cry out for justice, but technically, he was nothing more than an illegal vigilante.

On the other hand, the knights were official government officials of the Sneria territory.

From that perspective, Duke could understand why they would be wary of him.

‘Well, I had a great time with Hana, so that’s enough for me.’





 
  Chapter 13 : The Value of a Heart (2/2)


Duke and Hana’s eyes met.

Since her knights were watching, she couldn’t show him the smile she had inside the room.

Instead, she greeted him with a stoic expression, befitting her title as the Shadow Queen.

“I have other matters to attend to in this territory, so I’ll take my leave. Our conversation was enjoyable, Sir Erwik.”

Duke, mindful of his own image, responded in kind.

“I look forward to meeting you again someday.”

Both of their lips curled up slightly.

Then, Hana turned and led her retainers and escort knights toward the noble district inside the inner city.

Her coat billowed behind her like a cape as she walked, reinforcing her image as the Shadow Queen.

Duke watched her go before heading in the opposite direction, toward the commercial district of the outer city.

With his cloak fluttering behind him, he was the very image of a charismatic knight.

As he walked, he caught sight of the setting sun disappearing beyond the buildings and suddenly remembered something he had forgotten.

‘Oh, right. Rex.’

He had only spent time talking with his favorite person, and yet time had flown by so quickly.

Marveling at the wonders of relativity (incorrectly), Duke hurried toward the slave market.

For the record, he did not run.

No matter what happened, unless it was a battle, Duke would never act so undignified as to sprint.

And so, he strode confidently toward the slave market.

‘Hmm?’

Rex still hadn’t come out with A.

‘Wow, is his communication disorder really this bad?’

Duke marveled at Rex, albeit for a different reason, as he stepped into the shop.

Meeting A was Rex’s job, but Duke figured there was no harm in at least talking to the staff.

However, as he opened the shop door, the sight before him was a little surprising.

“Customer!”

“Aaagh—!”

“…”

A white tiger beastwoman was biting into Rex’s arm, her sharp fangs bared.

She was a cute girl with white hair streaked with black highlights and striking blue eyes.

If someone were asked to describe a white tiger beastman, she would be the perfect image of one.

Seeing her, Duke thought—

‘Oh. It’s that scene.’

As a fan of the original work, he was deeply moved.

This was a scene straight from the original story.

Rex had successfully purchased her using the doctor’s wealth.

The problem was that in the process, he had used the doctor’s identity, leading A to mistake him for one of the doctor’s subordinates trying to take her back to the lab.

Because of this, she had been waiting for the perfect opportunity to attack him.

Unaware of this misunderstanding, Rex had carelessly removed her collar inside the slave shop, simply because she was A.

‘And this is exactly how he ends up getting bitten like that.’

Wow, look at those fangs. That’s gotta hurt. It looks like they’ve pierced all the way to the artery.

Duke, instead of helping, simply observed Rex with amusement.

‘Well, if it’s to establish a bond with a beautiful heroine, sacrificing an artery isn’t a big deal.’

If some random bandit had injured Rex, Duke would have wiped out the entire mountain the bandit lived in.

But since it was a heroine, that was a different story.

‘Besides, even if he loses an arm, he can just reattach it.’

If the future empress needed to cut off her husband’s arm to forge a connection, was that really a problem?

‘If this is what it takes for Rex’s love story to succeed, then it’s a small price to pay.’

Duke’s standards for acceptable injuries were… significantly different from the norm.

That said, his personal feelings aside, he had a duty to fulfill.

A loyal knight could not simply stand by and watch his lord get hurt.

Trusting Rex, Duke drew his freshly purchased sword.

‘Alright, time for some action.’

Duke deliberately released a wave of killing intent as he slowly approached her.

“Gasp—!!!”

“Urgh—”

Exposed to Duke’s bloodlust, A instinctively bit down even harder on Rex’s arm.

Rex let out a strained groan from the pain, but A wasn’t even paying attention to him anymore.

Her entire focus was locked onto the absolute force of death slowly approaching with glowing red eyes.

‘What? Why? What’s happening all of a sudden??’

She didn’t know who Duke was.

But her beast instincts screamed at her.

This is death itself.

Don’t even think about running.

Just give up.

As Duke unsheathed Durandal and reached toward her—

“Stop!”

Rex’s voice rang out, halting the knight in his tracks.

At his command, Duke stopped moving and withdrew his killing intent.

“Lord Rex?”

“Duke. Stand down.”

“But Lord Rex, that woman—”

“D. That’s an order. I will not allow A to be harmed.”

In that critical moment, Rex, having overcome even his communication struggles, issued a firm command with unwavering eyes.

Duke, as if he had seen something in them (though in reality, he saw nothing), bowed his head.

“I apologize. I overstepped.”

Ignoring Duke, Rex turned his attention to A, who was still biting his arm.

The moment Rex mentioned D and A, her expression shifted, as if she had realized something was wrong.

Slowly, A released her deeply embedded fangs from Rex’s arm.

Rex hastily stopped the bleeding before addressing her.


“You okay?”

“I… I…”

“Sorry. I should’ve said this first. I’m R. So you can calm down now.”

“R? How… did you escape…?”

“The doctor is gone. D took care of him.”

Rex gestured toward Duke.

Duke, understanding the signal, nodded toward her with an expression that carried both apology and affirmation.

A’s eyes widened as she looked back and forth between Rex and Duke in shock.

To reassure her, Rex gently pulled her into his arms and patted her head.

“No one will ever imprison you again. No one will hurt you.”

He took out a pair of shoes and carefully put them on her feet.

“Hic…”

Rex gently patted the trembling girl.

“I told you. I’d definitely come for you.”

“R… R…! Your arm… I’m sorry…!”

“It’s fine. This is nothing, so calm down.”

A sobbed in Rex’s embrace.

She wept from the joy of reuniting with a friend she had only known through a wall,

from the miracle of that friend defeating the doctor,

and from the overwhelming relief of no longer being a slave.

The white tiger girl let out all the tears she had been holding back.

Rex comforted her, waiting until she calmed down.

“Sniff.”

Even Duke, who had been watching the scene, quietly sniffled beneath his helmet.

Time passed, and soon, A leaned against Rex as if exhausted.

Rex lifted his bloodstained shirt and supported her weakened body.

At that moment, just as the emotional reunion was reaching its peak, the slave trader ruined it by barging in.

“Tsk. Don’t even think about asking for a discount. And forget about returns.”

Rex’s eyebrow twitched at the way the trader spoke as if A were a mere product.

The trader’s sudden change in attitude from his earlier politeness toward Rex had its reasons.

First, from the conversation he had just overheard, he had deduced that his regular customer—the doctor—was no longer alive.

He couldn’t hide his displeasure at losing a VIP client.

“Tsk. Look at the mood in my shop now.”

Another reason was that he disliked the idea of someone making a dramatic scene with a lowly slave inside his store.

A slave market was a place where people came to buy others.

For entertainment, for playthings, for sacrifices, for experiments—

The purposes varied, but most customers entered with a sense of excitement.

However, if they were greeted at the entrance with an emotional display involving a slave,

it might stir unnecessary guilt and dampen their desire to buy.

—At least, that was what the trader believed.

“Just pay up and leave already. Don’t make a mess in my store.”

If there was any consolation for the trader, it was that he could finally get rid of this defective stock.

Judging from Rex’s actions, A had likely attacked her previous owners, leading to her being returned multiple times.

Because of this, she had become a burden on the shop—an unsellable liability.

Seeing as Rex didn’t seem like the type to return her, the trader was eager to offload her quickly.

Rex felt disgusted by the man’s attitude.

He was a reserved person, but that didn’t mean he was emotionless.

Clink.

Rex tossed a pile of gold coins in front of the trader and picked up A in his arms.

“Don’t live like that.”

Leaving behind those parting words, he walked toward the exit.

Duke remained standing in place, silent until Rex had fully left.

At that moment, the slave trader still thought little of Duke.

“What are you doing? Your master already left.”

Duke had only ever directed his killing intent at A.

Because of that, the trader saw no reason to fear him.

Then Duke’s helmet turned toward him.

A deep, commanding voice came from beyond the visor.

“It seems the price of slaves has tripled while I wasn’t looking.”

“The economy’s been rough lately, you know.”

“That shouldn’t apply to a girl like her.”

Duke knew better.

Having been returned eleven times at the massive Guild Auction,

he was well aware of how much defective stock like A was actually worth.

But the trader dismissed him, assuming Duke was just bluffing.

“What do you know—”

The trader never got to finish his sentence.

Duke had already moved.

His hand emerged from beneath his cloak and clenched the air.

Immediately, the trader clutched his chest.

“Ugh…!”

As Duke’s grip tightened, the trader’s face grew deathly pale.

He felt it—something cold, clutching at his heart.

A chilling sensation that signaled his impending death.

Thud.

The lack of blood reaching his brain sent him into a dizzy spell, and he collapsed onto the counter.

Duke spoke in a language foreign to the trader, deliberately using an imperial accent.

“No pongas el corazón en la balanza, Patrón.

(Don’t place your heart on the scales, Shopkeeper.)”

Whether the trader understood the words or simply grasped their meaning from the situation,

he frantically nodded with his ashen face and pushed forward a pouch of gold.

The amount exceeded what A had been sold for.

Duke gave the trader’s heart one last pat—

“I accept your apology.”

Then, he tossed the gold into his spatial storage and strode out of the shop.

Outside, Rex was helping A stand, draping his coat over her shoulders.

Noticing Duke’s arrival, Rex spoke.

“Let’s go, D.”

It was a gesture of consideration for A, who was still afraid of the unfamiliar environment.

Duke understood the intention and nodded.


“Yes, R.”

The three reunited individuals decided to head to a restaurant first.

“I’ve found a good place.”

With D’s recommendation, the group made their way to the restaurant.

There, they ended the day watching A eat her steak, tears streaming down her face.



 
  Chapter 14 : Hierarchy arrangement is a serious matter (1) (1/2)


When Duke opened his eyes, he was sitting in front of a familiar computer.

He was briefly flustered by the sudden presence of the computer, but only for a moment.

Following the memories ingrained in his body, he sat down on the chair and turned it on.

As if it had become more than a habit—an instinct—he launched a fighting game and started matchmaking.

And a few minutes later—

“I hit first! Why the hell does that count as their advantage frame?!”

“Damn it. Fine. Just go ahead and beat me up all day.”

“Aaaagh!! Why the hell are there guns in a fighting game?!”

Like any other game, fighting games also had so-called “cheat characters.”

At the start, Duke had chosen his dream character, fueled by the pride of a true fighting gamer.

However, once he lost his temper, he eventually resorted to using a cheat character himself.

“Aaang. It’s not cheating if I do it.”

But happiness didn’t last long.

Thud! Thud!

The keyboard keys scattered like popcorn.

“F***! Hyung!”

Duke had just been mirror-matched and utterly destroyed.

To make things worse, he was beaten down by none other than a legendary figure in the fighting game community, using a traditional character.

There was nothing he could say.

Reaching his limit, he pressed his fingers against his forehead and exited the game.

When he was still climbing the ranks, he felt at least a small sense of accomplishment.

But now that he had reached the highest rank, there was no satisfaction left.

At that moment, he remembered a friend who once asked him why he kept playing despite already reaching the top, instead of just “parking” his rank.

“It’s just inertia.”

He mumbled into the empty air, where no one was listening.

“Sigh. I need a mental detox.”

Muttering to himself in his empty room, Duke opened a webtoon.

The novel was finished.

The anime episode will be released tomorrow… Ah, the webtoon.

He read this week’s update of I Don’t Want to Be Emperor and hit the like button, but after that, he had nothing left to do.

‘I don’t want to go back to that stressful fighting game… Ugh. Might as well play a musou game.’

He launched a new game.

Hexion Musou

As the name suggested, it was a stress-relief game where you pick a character and mow down hundreds or thousands of grunt soldiers.

With RPG elements, every match felt fresh, and there were diverse builds.

For a musou-style game, it even had a proper story and combo commands.

The action was, of course, top-tier.

Most importantly, it featured parrying, dodging—essentially every modern action game mechanic.

The controls, UI, difficulty, camera, and perspective had some serious issues, making opinions about the game quite divided.

But aside from those, it was a solid game.

“You get used to it~”

Of course, no amount of adaptation could prevent the motion sickness.

Thinking that, Duke created a new character.

‘What concept should I go for this time?’

For now, he customized a helmet and a regal outfit.

His weapon: a greatsword.

Main magic: telekinesis, with a few supplementary spells.

Then, he fine-tuned various traits and skills…

‘Huh? This feels familiar.’

Feeling a sense of déjà vu, he got up to go to the bathroom before pressing the create button.

Tap.

At that moment, his elbow knocked over a mug filled with cola sitting on the desk.

It must have shifted to the edge while he was hammering the keyboard earlier.

Watching the cola spill onto the power strip, Duke suddenly recalled something.

“Oh, right. I already died once.”

***

He Opened His Eyes

An unfamiliar ceiling.

He had a lingering sense of an unpleasant nightmare, but he didn’t bolt upright.

He was the ultimate, badass final boss.

Even when getting up, he had to do it with charisma.

In a world where anyone could be watching, he could never afford to show a single moment of weakness.

Slowly, he sat up and stretched his shoulders.

Crack.

If it were up to him, he’d love nothing more than to take a refreshing shower.

But in this damn medieval fantasy world, such luxuries were out of the question.

Sure, he could fetch water from the well and wash up in the inn’s backyard.

But come on—what kind of final boss takes a bath in the backyard?

That didn’t mean he would go unwashed, either.

Duke was a charismatic final boss, not some medieval English noble masking his stink with perfume.

Fortunately, he had already prepared a solution for this contradiction.

“Purification.”

Sha-la-la!

A shimmering light enveloped his body—just the kind of effect you’d expect in a scene like this.

It was a purification spell, slightly modified to make him feel freshly washed.

He also added a few extra spells to shave his beard and tidy his hair, completing his grooming routine.

This had been his habit for over a hundred years now.

And now, it was time to start today’s routine.

He retrieved his helmet and put it on.


Then, he donned the stylish uniform he had picked up from the tailor yesterday.

Lastly, he draped a dramatic cape over his shoulders—

Tada!

Now, he was the epitome of a cool final boss.

“Ahem. Ahem.”

That’s enough pointless delusions.

It was time to switch back to serious mode.

I adjusted my attire once more and headed toward Rex’s room.

Knock, knock.

The door opened.

Through the slightly opened gap, I was greeted—not by Rex, but by A.

“Who are you?”

Correction.

Rather than greeting me, she was more on guard.

The white tiger beastkin girl in a maid outfit glared at me.

It was the outfit Rex had bought her yesterday.

A maid outfit reflecting 20% of Rex’s taste and 80% of her own will.

‘So I finally see it for real.’

In the original work, due to budget constraints, a few decorative elements had to be sacrificed.

But in this world, where money wasn’t an issue, it was a far more refined design than a typical maid’s attire.

As I got lost in thought admiring the outfit, her sharp gaze locked onto my helmet.

“You must be D. What brings you here this morning?”

Swish—Tap, tap.

I heard the sound of her tail lightly hitting the doorframe.

I wasn’t particularly knowledgeable about feline expressions, but even I could tell—this was wariness.

Not just her tail—her entire demeanor practically radiated hostility, as if she were hissing at me.

That’s right.

A didn’t like me.

The reason was simple.

I had aimed killing intent at her instead of offering a greeting when we first met.

Of course, she wasn’t going to like me.

Still, I had a few things to say about her attitude.

‘Come on. Are you an animal? Holding a grudge over one little thing like that?’

Of course, if someone pointed a sword at me on our first meeting, I’d snap their neck.

But that’s just because I’m petty.

If she’s to be the future empress, she should have a broader heart.

She’s not even a cat, so why is she still acting like this?

Oh, right.

She’s a white tiger beastkin.

So technically, she is feline.

‘Thinking beastkin are just like animals is racist. Rex!’

While I was lost in such useless thoughts, she finally lost patience with my silence and spoke up.

“Lord Rex is currently sleeping, D.”

“Duke.”

“…What?”

“Duke. Just as you have the name Ari, I have a name as well.”

A had revealed her name yesterday.

Her full name was Arabella.

But in daily life, she went by Ari.

At my response, the tapping of her tail stopped.

For a moment, I thought she was finally lowering her guard—

“Hic.”

Oh, come on.

That wasn’t wariness; she was scared.

Sure, there’s a superstition in this world that if the Grim Reaper calls your name, you die…

But was it really something to be this afraid of?

Watching her reaction, I became certain.

‘Yep, she’s just a cat.’

What fierce white tiger?

If things continued like this, the conversation wouldn’t progress even by the end of the day.

So I shifted my gaze past Ari’s head.

She had deliberately only cracked the door open slightly, as if trying to block my view inside.

But height was something she couldn’t control.

The inn room wasn’t that spacious, so from the entrance, I could see past her head—

And there was Rex, fast asleep.

“Mmm…”

Even with the sun high in the sky, Rex was still sprawled out on the bed, lazily scratching his stomach.

Judging by how he had shifted to the edge of the bed and the indentations on the other side of the blankets…

‘They slept together.’

I could already guess how their conversation had gone.

“I’ll sleep on the bed.” “No, I’ll take the floor.”

They must have argued back and forth until they both ended up in bed together.

Beneath my helmet, I smiled in amusement before turning back to Ari.


There was no way I could lighten her mood now.

So what would fit my roleplay best?

After some thought, I came up with a line.


“When Lord Rex wakes and recovers from his travel fatigue, inform me. I will be in the backyard.”

“…Huh? Oh. Understood.”

She stiffly responded, as if pretending she wasn’t frightened.

Leaving her behind, I exited Rex’s room.





 
  Chapter 14 : Hierarchy arrangement is a serious matter (1) (2/2)


[Third-Person POV]

Duke stepped into the backyard and took a moment for meditation.

Well, calling it meditation was a bit of a stretch—his mind was racing with plans for the future.

‘Hmm. I can’t afford to get on the empress’s bad side.’

He had kept his distance at first to avoid interfering with the heroine’s relationship.

But that didn’t mean he wanted to be on bad terms with her either.

Just a friendly brother-in-law—

That was all he had aimed for.

But things had gone wrong from the start.

It was fine for now, but if he left things like this, the empire might split in two before it was even founded.

‘Like Eastern and Western Rome, huh?’

That was a situation Duke absolutely wanted to avoid.

Of course, someone could ask: If you were so worried, why did you aim killing intent at her on your first meeting?

‘…How was I supposed to hold back?’

As a loyal retainer, there were some things he simply couldn’t overlook.

After his meditation (or lack thereof), Duke made up his mind.

‘Alright.’

Starting the “Let’s Get Closer to Ari” Project.

Just as Duke was finishing his meditation, Ari and Rex stepped out of the inn.

Duke sensed them with his intuition but deliberately continued meditating.

“…”

About two minutes passed before Duke finally unfolded his arms and ended his meditation.

[I was waiting because I was meditating.]

Rex, now accustomed to typing, responded without even looking at the screen, using one hand.

With the other, he covered his mouth as he yawned.

It was no surprise that he was tired—right after finishing a week-long journey, he had rescued A and then gone shopping with her.

Did something happen between them yesterday…?

Duke, wary of any strange flags being raised, chose not to get involved and simply waited outside the store while the two were inside.

However, because he hadn’t spoken to Ari since their tense encounter, there was still an awkward distance between them.

But today, an event was planned to mend that emotional gap.

[Today was the day we were going to assess Ari’s combat abilities, right?]

“Yes, Rex.”

Ari’s training session was scheduled for today.

After being rescued by Rex, Ari had voluntarily declared herself his maid.

However, Rex had no intention of keeping her as a mere servant.

She possessed the qualities of a hero, and just yesterday, she had even formed a Hero’s Covenant with him.

For that reason, Rex strongly insisted that she become a combatant.

However, Ari just as strongly insisted on being his maid.

(For some reason, she was oddly fixated on this idea.)

In the end, after much back and forth, they compromised on the vague and absurd title of “combat maid(?).”

And the maid outfit Ari was currently wearing was the result of that compromise.

[Then I’ll leave Ari in your care, Duke.]

Rex sent the message.

In the original story, after Rex purchased Ari, he immediately threw her into real combat.

While Rex excelled at tactical command, he wasn’t particularly skilled at training individuals in combat techniques or refining their battle sense.

But in this world, Duke was here.

With a master-disciple system and fateful encounters being the norm, there was no reason not to take advantage of the best instructor available—Duke.

“Medicine should be left to pharmacists, and training should be left to knights.”

Thus, the responsibility of training Ari fell to Duke.

“You hold me in such high regard—it’s an honor.”

‘Nice, hierarchy established.’

Duke gladly accepted Rex’s request.

Becoming the teacher of Rex’s newly recruited subordinates was a way to cement his position as the second-in-command.

Another reason he was excited?

He could thoroughly train a complete newbie to his heart’s content.

Though he maintained a dignified exterior, inside, he was as excited as a child.

Duke was ready to begin training immediately.

However, before he could say anything, Ari spoke first.

“I don’t acknowledge you.”

The white tiger girl was still wary of Duke.

“How exactly do you plan to teach me?”

At her words, Rex let out a wry smile.

[Ari, Duke is a good person, so don’t be too harsh.]

Ari nodded.

“I know.”

She could completely understand why Duke had released such killing intent upon their first meeting.

If she had been in his shoes and saw someone attacking Rex, she too would have lost control and retaliated.

Emotionally, it was upsetting, but time would take care of that.

However, there was another reason she disliked Duke.

“If only you weren’t here…”

If Duke didn’t exist, she would have been Rex’s right-hand.

Of course, she knew the truth—without Duke, Rex wouldn’t have been able to escape the doctor’s lab in the first place.

But if the circumstances had been slightly different, if she had been given the right conditions, she could have taken Duke’s place.

“He’s just another second-place contender like me.”

She was simply unlucky.

When she was taken to the lab, her tendons had already been severed.

After that, she had been bound by restraints that sealed both her mana and spiritual power.

If not for those disadvantages, she could have performed just as well as Duke.

That belief only grew stronger when she discovered the new power that had awakened within her this morning.


“I’m stronger than you.”

Pfft!

Rex burst out laughing at Ari’s bold declaration.

Ari’s eyebrow twitched as she heard him.

“Rex?”

[Sorry. Really, I’m sorry.]

“It’s not unreasonable for you to think that way. However, after forming a covenant with Rex yesterday, a new power has taken root in my body. Things are different now.”

After forming the covenant yesterday and waking up in the same bed as Rex, Ari had gained a new skill.

Unlike Duke, Ari seemed to be fully aware of the power now residing within her.

As that power settled in, her loyalty (and affection) toward Rex grew even stronger.

At the same time, her jealousy toward Duke also intensified.

She firmly believed that Duke, just like herself, had gained power through a covenant and used it to help Rex escape.

“That killing intent from yesterday…”

It must have been the power from the covenant.

And now that she had also gained power from a covenant, she was convinced that the power balance between them had shifted in her favor.

—Or so she believed.

Rex and Duke could easily read her thoughts.

“Not even close…”

Rex wanted to correct her misunderstanding.

Before forming the covenant, Duke was already a walking disaster.

After forming it, he had become a full-fledged natural disaster.

“Of course, Ari’s skill is powerful, but…”

If it was the power of that skill, then her confidence was somewhat understandable.

At level 29, her fangs alone were strong enough to threaten third-rank opponents.

If the conditions were right, she could even aim for the necks of fourth-rank opponents.

It was a truly overwhelming skill.

However, against Duke, that was a different story entirely.

Rex was certain that her skill would feel like nothing more than a massage to Duke.

He wanted to dissuade Ari from this reckless challenge, but he struggled to find the right words.

“How do I even explain this…?”

Rex only knew that Duke was a ninth-rank monster because he had the ability to read information—a cheat-like skill.

Ari, on the other hand, had no such ability.

Nor could Rex share that information with her.

More than anything, Rex wasn’t good at handling relationships.

He couldn’t think of a way to explain it that wouldn’t offend either Ari or Duke.

As Ari continued to glare at Duke, Rex found himself caught awkwardly between them.

Meanwhile, Duke found her behavior rather amusing.

“A young tiger cub… this is the age when they’re at their bravest.”

If she were at least a sixth-rank warrior, he would have smacked her down and settled the hierarchy with his fists.

But right now, she is level 29.

Among superhumans, that was the equivalent of adolescence.

At this stage, one in a hundred would reach this level—just enough to feel superior and smash boulders the size of houses.

“And considering she hit level 29 in just over 30 days… of course, she’d think she’s an elite.”

In the world of superhumans, she truly was an elite among elites.

It was only natural for her confidence to be sky-high.

Understanding that, Duke couldn’t help but find her attitude endearing rather than annoying.

“It’s probably the skill, too.”

Duke was well aware of Ari’s skill.

In the original story—where Duke didn’t exist—it had been the skill that made her the undeniable second-in-command.

But that wasn’t enough to intimidate Duke.

“I trained myself to beat you even without any skills.”

Duke had never expected to manifest a covenant skill with his own talent.

So, instead, he had trained himself to the point where he could fight against her at the peak of her power from the end of the story.

In that context, a fresh newbie like Ari baring her fangs at him was just…

“Cute.”

Rather than lowering himself to her level and responding aggressively, it was better to handle this with patience and generosity.

Without reacting to her provocation, Duke simply turned his back.

“Follow me.”

“Hiccup!”

Ari let out an involuntary hiccup, as if she had just heard a death sentence.

Perhaps she misheard it as “Follow me to the rooftop,” as if he were calling her out for a fight.

Duke decided to clarify.

“Before assessing your combat ability, we need to get your equipment sorted first. We’re going to the blacksmith.”

With that, he strode forward, his cloak billowing behind him.

Coolly walking away, Duke also sent a message to Rex.

[Don’t worry. I already have something in mind.]

[Good. I’ll leave it to you.]

Rex sighed in relief.


Meanwhile, as Duke headed toward the blacksmith, he made up his mind.

“I’ve decided.”

He would establish his relationship with Ari as that of a teacher and student.

“The Empress’s mentor, huh…”

Just thinking about that title made his heart race with excitement.



 
  Chapter 15 : Hierarchy arrangement is a serious matter (2)


The group, guided by Duke, headed to the blacksmith.

“Consult with Lord Rex and choose the weapon that suits you best.”

Duke spoke with an awareness of the original story’s flow.

After all, it was thanks to Rex that she was able to discover her talent in the original work.

With those words, Duke opened the door to the forge.

Jingle.

“Greetings, my lord.”

The blacksmith, Albrek, greeted Duke with a gaunt and haggard appearance.

Seeing how drastically the man had changed in just a day, Duke couldn’t help but feel concerned.

“Did that man come back yesterday and cause trouble again?”

Duke recalled the lord’s son.

However, Albrek denied his assumption.

“No, it’s not that. I was simply drained by a fox.”

“A fox? …Ah.”

That was enough explanation.

While Duke and Albrek conversed, Rex and Ari were looking around the shop, discussing the equipment.

At first, they were just browsing normally.

But when a man and a woman go shopping together, there’s always something that happens.

“I don’t need this kind of gear, Lord Rex!”

[But I want to buy it for you.]

“I’m a beastkin! You don’t have to go this far for me!”

They had entered the store in harmony, but before long, the situation had turned into a standoff between someone eager to buy and someone unwilling to be indebted.

‘Mmm. Couples always end up arguing when they go shopping together.’

Of course, their argument was different from that of an ordinary couple.

Ari wasn’t whining for attention—she was refusing out of pride.

Meanwhile, Rex, wanting to take care of his subordinate and comrade, was determined to buy her something good.

Duke, who had been chatting with the blacksmith, observed the two and chose the right moment to intervene.

He turned to Ari and spoke in a firm tone.

“Lord Rex is not someone bound by such notions.”

“Duke, stay out of this. I am a beastkin—”

How feisty.

Duke smiled in satisfaction at the fierce little tiger cub before him.

But beyond mere amusement, this was also an opportunity.

Right now, he and Ari were rivals, competing for the position of Rex’s second-in-command.

To make her acknowledge him and eventually take her in as his disciple, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to show the difference in their stature now.

And in that sense, her previous statement had been a mistake.

By bringing up the ideology of a nation that had already fallen, she had, in effect, placed Rex under that ideology as well.

Suppressing his satisfaction, Duke infused his voice with a hint of reprimand as he spoke.

“Do you really think such a petty imperial ideology applies to him?”

If he wanted to establish himself as her mentor figure, he needed to assert his dominance in moments like this.

And, as a bonus, by emphasizing that his own loyalty to Rex was stronger, he could gain the upper hand in their unspoken competition of devotion.

“…I apologize.”

Ari didn’t fully grasp Duke’s intentions, but at the very least, she understood the logic behind his words.

‘Now that I think about it, applying worldly ideologies to Lord Rex was strange of me.’

As frustrating as it was, Duke was right this time.

She felt like she had lost their contest of loyalty, but she decided to declare this round invalid.

‘This doesn’t count! Absolutely not!’

With that, she was finally able to accept Rex’s goodwill as it was.

The only problem was that Rex, burdened by the situation, was twisting his body in agony as if he were about to die.

Duke turned back to Albrek but spoke once more to Ari.

“Lord Rex is investing in you because he sees your potential. Rather than feeling burdened by his generosity, think about how you can repay it.”

Leaving those words behind, Duke walked toward the blacksmith.

Rex, feeling the weight of responsibility grow heavier, silently cursed Duke with his eyes, but Duke ignored him.

‘Yeah, this is just another classic misunderstanding.’

In the end, it was Rex’s problem to suffer through.

***

“Shopkeeper, I have some doubts about this helmet’s performance…”

“Ah! My lord! I’m so sorry! Please, have mercy!”

“Explain yourself. Someone recognized me yesterday—what happened?”

“The perception-dampening effect only works on people who don’t know you! It has little effect on those who are already familiar with you!”

As the blacksmith desperately tried to explain himself to Duke, Rex and Ari finished discussing and selecting her weapon.

The skill she had awakened that morning played a significant role in their decision.

***

Name: Arabella White

Age: 34

Race: Beastkin (White Tiger Tribe)

Level: 29

[Combat Stats]

Intelligence: 24

Dexterity: 28

Spirit: 21

Strength: 39

[Disposition Stats]

Potential: A

Charisma: C

Leadership: C

Politics: D

Charm: A

[Traits]


<Fighting Spirit A>, <Passion B>, <Vigilance B>, <Loyalty C>, <Diligence A>

[Skills]

<King of Tigers’ Potential>

Converts a portion of attack damage into fixed damage that ignores defense.

The fixed damage conversion increases when attacking the same target consecutively.

Successful parries and perfect blocks have a chance to break the opponent’s stance.

Fixed damage against broken-stanced enemies is doubled.

***

This was the skill she had awakened that morning.

Rex couldn’t understand how such a skill had appeared when all they did was hold hands while sleeping.

Still, the fact that she had evolved into a weapon that could pierce through hierarchical differences was a welcome surprise.

‘A weapon with high attack speed and parry advantages would suit this skill best.’

Using that logic, Rex ordered her combat outfit, gauntlets, and boots accordingly.

He requested gauntlets emphasizing flexibility and speed from the blacksmith, Albrek.

Meanwhile, he commissioned a combat suit from Albrek’s wife, designed to accommodate the flexibility of feline beastkin.

Both artisans completed their work almost simultaneously.

As Ari donned her new equipment, Albrek scolded his wife.

“Why did you make it like that?”

“You just don’t understand a woman’s heart.”

“If you care about that in battle, you’ll die! Practicality is the only thing that matters!”

“As long as it doesn’t hinder functionality, a little style doesn’t hurt, does it?”

While the practical-minded Albrek and the aesthetic-minded wife bickered, Ari presented her new equipment to Rex for evaluation.

“How does it look?”

[Pretty.]

In addition to crafting Ari’s combat outfit, Albrek’s wife had modified a maid uniform for her.

The redesigned maid uniform could be easily removed—by releasing the double buckle at the back, the dress and apron would naturally slip off.

Underneath, she wore a white shirt and black shorts.

In other words, she could instantly switch from maid mode to battle mode at any time.

Though wearing a maid uniform over her combat gear was somewhat cumbersome, Ari, who had an unusual attachment to maid attire, didn’t mind at all.

Rex tilted his head, puzzled.

[By the way, I’ve been wondering since yesterday—why are you so obsessed with being a maid?]

“I’m a White Tiger Beastkin, aren’t I?”

[Yeah?]

“Don’t you think clothing that balances black and white is the ultimate outfit?”

[Aha.]

In other words, she hadn’t become a maid because she admired them—she had become one because she liked the uniform.

Rex nodded in understanding.

[So, the combat outfit too?]

“Of course.”

That was why even the combat outfit Ari wore beneath her maid uniform was black and white.

Rex gave the uniquely eccentric maid a warm smile.

‘Well, this much is fine.’

The old Rex might have been dumbfounded, but the current Rex was surrounded by people as outlandish as Ari.

And right on cue, one of them approached.

“If you’re ready, I’ll be waiting at the training grounds.”

With those words, Duke turned and headed toward the training area.

Ari exhaled sharply as she watched his retreating back.

“Lord Rex, I’ll prove myself!”

Excited by her new equipment, she wagged her tail enthusiastically.

Rex cheered her on, hoping she wouldn’t get hurt.

[Ari, don’t overdo it.]

[Duke, take it easy on her.]

Once again, Ari’s eyebrow twitched.

It was as if Rex believed there was no possible way she could ever defeat Duke, no matter what.

‘I just need to change that belief.’

Suppressing the frustration rising from deep within her chest, she made her way to the training grounds.

***

Rex and his party arrived at the training area set up in the blacksmith’s backyard.

It was a spacious clearing where weapons purchased from the forge could be tested against dummies, or sparring matches could take place.

There, Ari and Duke stood facing each other.

Thud!

Having already discarded her maid uniform, Ari clashed her fists together and spoke.

“I’ll prove that I’m the one who suits the role of Lord Rex’s right hand the best!”

The silver scales of her gauntlets glinted under the sunlight.

In contrast, Duke hadn’t even removed his cape or drawn his sword.

As Ari clenched her teeth at his nonchalance, Rex opened their status screens.

He was prepared to intervene immediately if either of them suffered serious injuries or their health dropped below a certain threshold.

In other words, he was the referee for this match.

That was when Rex noticed something strange in Duke’s status window.

***

Name: Duke Erwik

Level: 27

[Combat Stats]

Intelligence: 90 (94)

Dexterity: 90 (98)

Spirit: 15 (109)

Strength: 25 (101)

***

Strength directly affected physical prowess.

Spirit influenced the potency of magic.

Yet Duke was deliberately suppressing both of these stats—keeping them even lower than Ari’s.

Meanwhile, his Dexterity, which measured technical skill, and his Intelligence, which reflected magical precision, remained nearly untouched.

Just from these numbers alone, Rex could guess Duke’s intentions.

‘No way…’

His thoughts were interrupted by Ari’s slightly hysterical voice.

“Why aren’t you taking off your cape? And I heard you were a swordsman.”

Only then did Duke’s voice emerge from beneath his helmet.

“Apologies. I don’t carry small swords.”

As he spoke, he extended his empty left hand from beneath his cloak.

Grit.

Ari clenched her teeth.

Her feline pupils narrowed into vertical slits as she signaled to Rex with her eyes.

Rex let out a wry smile before announcing the start of the match.

“Begin!”

The moment the signal dropped—she vanished.

Softly.

Like a tiger pouncing on prey, she reached Duke’s chin in an instant, without making a sound.

Duke’s gaze remained fixed on the spot where she had been.

‘As expected, he couldn’t even react.’

A smirk crept onto her lips as she aimed for his jaw.

But the satisfying impact she anticipated never came.

Her punch sliced through nothing but empty air.

Without even looking at her, Duke had evaded with a mere step backward.

“Tch.”

‘Then how about this?’

She withdrew her right hand after delivering the uppercut and thrust her left fist forward.

Duke smoothly dodged the punch to the side and caught her wrist with his left hand.

“?!”

Both Rex and she were stunned.

This meant that her skill’s effect did not activate at all.

Since her left hand was caught from the side, her posture made it difficult to launch another attack, and transitioning into a joint lock was impossible given Duke’s overwhelming skill.

Even more shocking was that he hadn’t caught her with sheer reflexes or brute force.

He had bridged the gap in strength purely through superior technique.

‘This is ridiculous.’

She gritted her teeth in frustration, realizing that Duke had blocked her attack with nothing but pure skill.

There were many ways to enhance physical abilities, but skill was something that could only be cultivated through personal effort.

This was undeniable proof that contradicted her assumption that Rex’s Pact Skill had made Duke stronger.

“Tsk.”

She clicked her tongue.

At that moment, Duke spoke.

“There are too many openings.”

Tap.

Her knee buckled—not from pain but because Duke had lightly nudged the back of it with his foot.

The actual damage was zero.

However, as a mental attack, nothing could have been more devastating.

Clenching her teeth, she resorted to something considered a taboo in a sparring match—Salcho (a lethal move).

“Baekryeon—”

In that instant, her vision spun.

Before she knew it, her back had hit the ground.

It took her a moment to realize that Duke had grabbed the back of her neck, hooked her leg, and flipped her entire body over.

As Ari lay on the ground, staring blankly at the sky, Duke patiently waited and spoke.

“Did you think I would wait for you to use a grand technique? Assuming that everyone views their opponents by your standards is not a good habit.”

Though his words were refined, the implication was almost insulting.

Ari had underestimated Duke.

But Duke had never once underestimated Ari.

Crack.

She bounced up from the ground like a spring and readjusted her stance before questioning him.

“Why aren’t you saying anything about me using Salcho?”

“There’s no need to demand an apology for an attack that isn’t threatening.”

As if he had been waiting for this moment, Duke momentarily unleashed his power.

For a brief second, his rank reached the eighth level, but he soon returned to her level.

Watching in shock, her hands trembled.

Duke lowered his head slightly, casting a shadow over his helmet, and spoke.

“From now on, come at me with everything you have. Prove your worth before your lord.”

Ari’s face turned pale as she locked eyes with the shadowed visor of Duke’s helmet.

***

Meanwhile, inside the helmet, Duke was struggling.


“Huff. Huff. A newbie… Ugh, get it together, you lunatic.”

Under his cloak, he pinched his thigh with his right hand.

“Damn it. I should’ve interacted with people more over the past 200 years.”

He was completely losing his composure over meeting a newbie for the first time in two centuries.





 
  Chapter 16 : Hierarchy arrangement is a serious matter (3)


Ari had no choice but to fully realize her mistake.

For a very brief moment, she had clearly felt it—

A realm so distant that she had never once witnessed it in her life.

‘What have I done…?’

By that point, the emotion of jealousy had long since vanished from her heart.

Jealousy was an emotion one could only feel when they could imagine themselves catching up to the other.

Just as an ordinary person could not feel jealous of a storm, Ari was the same.

She lifted her head and looked at Duke.

Death, clad in a helmet, was approaching, casting a shadow over his face.

Only then did she understand Duke’s intent.

Give it everything she had.

If not—

‘She would die.’

From Duke’s perspective, Ari was nothing more than a replaceable pawn.

Even if Rex chose to protect her, the weight of her accumulated misdeeds would still not be enough to offset death in the face of that natural disaster.

‘Kuh…’

There was only one way to survive—prove her worth.

From that moment, the nature of their duel changed.

It was no longer a mere sparring match to gauge each other’s skills.

It had become a trial where her survival hung in the balance.

Ari started running in a circle around Duke.

All the while, he remained still, simply gazing ahead.

As she gradually closed the distance, she aimed for the back of his neck, striking with the edge of her hand at the gap between his helmet and clothing.

This, too, was an act that targeted a vital spot—something typically avoided in a spar.

Yet, Duke casually tilted his head to the side, effortlessly evading the attack.

Her hand, aimed at his neck, slid past his shoulder, brushed the side of his helmet, and extended forward.

Duke then grabbed her outstretched hand over his shoulder and bent slightly at the waist.

Using his shoulder as a fulcrum, Ari’s body was lifted into the air.

And yet, he deliberately adjusted her posture midair to make it easier for her to land safely.

Softly.

It was a clean throw, but Ari managed to land on her feet instead of her back.

Duke gestured to her with his left hand.

“Again.”

Dazed and stunned, she quickly snapped back to her senses and charged at him once more.

This time, she aimed for his solar plexus with both palms.

Yet again, Duke simply shifted his body slightly and swept her hands aside, avoiding the attack.

“Again.”

Twice now, she had been rendered powerless.

Even in those brief exchanges, Ari knew Duke had plenty of opportunities to counterattack.

And yet, he did not.

Instead, he merely disrupted her stance without actually harming her.

At this point, she could no longer ignore Duke’s intentions.

‘Ah…’

“It is not a good habit to assume everyone sees their opponent by your standards.”

Duke’s words resurfaced in her mind.

She had assumed, without question, that Duke was displeased.

That was why she had desperately tried to prove her worth.

But Duke had not been angered at all.

As if he had never forgotten the true purpose of this spar from the beginning, he had remained consistent in his approach—allowing her to bring out her full strength.

‘If it were me…’

If it had been her, she would have already abandoned the notion of a spar and fought to the death.

‘Haha…’

She couldn’t help but let out a small, bitter laugh.

‘A perfect defeat.’

In skill, in loyalty, in character, and in the breadth of her being—it was a complete and utter loss.

Not jealousy, but pure reverence.

As a sign of acknowledging her defeat, she lowered her head toward Duke.

“I apologize, Sir Erwik.”

With that, her fighting spirit subsided.

But Duke, seeing the fire within her fade, could not hide his disappointment.

‘Ah, the newbie has realized reality…’

***

For a veteran, the third most enjoyable moment had come to an end.

The happiest time was when a newbie, unaware of their own limits, burned with competitive zeal.

But now that Ari had faced reality, she had withdrawn her fists.

‘Now she won’t want to fight me anymore.’

Duke’s mood turned gloomy.

But only for a moment.

He soon realized he had been mistaken.

Because the fighting spirit that had dwindled was now flaring back up.

And it was clearly stronger than before—beyond comparison.

‘Huh?’

Duke quickly examined her state.

And when he realized her level had risen by a stage, he could not contain his excitement.

‘She broke through the wall?’

Right before his eyes, the newbie had shattered her limits during the duel.

Duke immediately started analyzing the cause of her breakthrough.

Though he was far from being an intellectual, his ability to read people was a virtue befitting a final boss.

It didn’t take long for him to find the opportunity that had propelled Ari to level 30.


“You have realized humility.”

“Thanks to you, Sir Erwik.”

The rebellious tiger cub from moments ago was gone, replaced by a martial artist with the dignity of a mountain lord.

Just as Duke had said, she had come to understand humility.

“Thanks to you, the caged cat within me has realized how vast the world truly is.”

Beneath his cloak, Duke shuddered slightly.

If he had not been in his ‘final boss mode,’ he might have easily climaxed from those words alone.

As he pinched his thigh hard enough to bruise, Ari brought her fists to her waist.

Just as martial artists did before a duel, she gave a crisp and disciplined salute.

“I, Arabella, humbly request this favor despite the disrespect it may bring. Please grant me the opportunity to broaden my knowledge, Sir Erwik.”

What he had assumed to be mere competitive zeal was something else entirely.

No, it wasn’t just competitiveness—

‘A fighting spirit.’

The corner of Duke’s mouth twitched.

Competitiveness was the desire to take victory from an opponent.

It wasn’t a bad trait, but when facing an opponent at an overwhelming level, it was an inappropriate sentiment.

Put bluntly, it was arrogance.

But a true fighting spirit was different.

It was the willingness to challenge a goal, even knowing one would lose.

From the look in her eyes, Duke understood what she had set as her target.

“Normally… Wearing this cloak before a warrior of your caliber would be disrespectful.”

“But in honor of your resolve, I will not remove it.”

Hearing this, Ari’s face lit up with joy.

‘As expected of Sir Erwik!’

To understand her intent without her even asking—such keen insight.

‘Truly, he is someone worthy of being my teacher.’

The reason she had broken through the barrier to level 30 was because she had met Duke, a mentor who had led her to humility.

She tightened the straps on her gauntlets.

‘I have to prove that I am worthy of calling myself his student.’

Of course, she was well aware of how shameless she was being.

Even if she showed respect now, it wouldn’t erase the rudeness she had displayed toward Duke before.

Yet, she chose not to apologize.

“There is no need to apologize for an attack that isn’t even threatening.”

Duke’s past words resurfaced.

He had never cared about her disrespect in the slightest.

More than just ignoring it—he had forgiven it entirely.

Since an empty apology would be yet another act of discourtesy, she decided to replace it with pure respect.

“I’m coming!”

Boom!

As she stomped forward, a white aura began to surge around her.

Specks of black flickered within the radiance, resembling the illusion of a white tiger’s roar.

Duke praised her.

“Well-controlled Spiritual Ascension!”

Spiritual Ascension—

A secret technique of the beastkin tribes.

By embracing the aura of their symbolic animal, they could drastically enhance their physical abilities.

However, back in her Rank 2 days, she had been unable to use this skill.

‘Because back then, I didn’t understand restraint.’

Whenever she embraced the power of the white tiger, she had been consumed by its beastly instincts, limiting her to a mere ten percent of its potential.

But now, at this very moment, she had achieved a breakthrough—harnessing seventy percent of its power.

Boom!

With the sound of the air bursting, she lunged at Duke.

Right in front of him, she forcefully stepped forward and thrust her palm.

Once again, Duke deflected her attack with his left hand, avoiding the strike.

However, unlike before, her body did not waver after cutting through the air.

Duke once again praised her.

“Excellent control.”

Until just moments ago, she had struggled to control her own body.

She had believed she was the best.

That her powerful skills could not be blocked, and that her fast punches could not be dodged.

With such arrogance, her attacks had lacked any restraint.

As a result, when an attack missed, her body would falter due to inertia, and even a light push would break her stance.

But now, she was different.

She carefully adjusted her strength, considering the possibility that Duke might block or evade her attacks.

If this were a fighting game…

‘She’s refraining from using moves with long recovery times.’

She wasn’t underestimating her opponent and was even engaging in psychological warfare.

In this short time, she had gained an understanding beyond what Duke had expected.

‘Impressive.’

As a warrior—and as a newbie.

Out of respect, Duke began to imbue his left hand with magic.

‘Applying telekinesis directly would be too harsh for someone at the Third Rank.’

Instead, he applied it to the strap of her gauntlet.

She resisted his telekinesis and repelled it with her own mana.

However, the fact that her attention was drawn to the strap was exactly what Duke had intended.

Not missing that slight opening, he wrapped his left arm around her extended arm.

Then, applying a wrestling technique, he lifted her off the ground once again.

This time, however, she demonstrated feline agility, adjusting her posture in midair and reaching for the string of Duke’s cloak.

“Hmm.”

Duke made a sound—not particularly meaningful, but somehow cool—before releasing her arm.

Then, as she reached for his cloak’s string, he widened the distance between them.

Thrown into the air, she landed on both feet like a cat, performing a perfect breakfall.

“That was a sharp attack.”

“Thank you.”

She immediately lunged again.

This time, she lowered her body almost to the ground and swept her leg toward Duke’s ankle.

‘How will he respond to this?’

Before she became a slave, sparring opponents who had never seen this move would often fall for it.

At first glance, it looked like a simple tackle, but if that were the case, she wouldn’t need to touch the ground.

This attack forced an unavoidable psychological dilemma on the opponent.

If they braced their lower body to resist the tackle, she would push off the ground and kick upward at their chin.

If they lifted one leg to dodge, she would twist her trajectory mid-motion using only her wrist strength, striking their remaining leg with a tackle.

If they bent down to block with their hands, she would withdraw her legs and rise, delivering a knee strike to their chin.

This was an acrobatic move that only feline beastkin could perform, ignoring inertia.

It was hard on the wrists, so she couldn’t use it frequently, but it was one of the most effective surprise attacks she had.

But she doubted Duke would fall for it easily.

And, just as she had expected(?), Duke responded in a way she had never seen before.

He precisely placed his foot on her sweeping leg, stopping it mid-motion.

As if trapping a rolling ball.

“Wow.”

She was momentarily stunned in admiration.

In theory, this was possible, but no one had ever successfully done it before.

Duke could have pressed down with his weight and crushed her ankle, but he let her go instead.

“That’s the Pride of the Mountain Lord school.”

“You know of it?”

“I’ve encountered it before. It was a tricky style.”

“How do I compare?”

“Among the practitioners I’ve met, you rank within the top five.”

Ari felt a sense of pride at his words.

Though, in truth, she was the fifth person he had met from that school—but Duke didn’t bother mentioning that.

***

Even after that, she kept aiming for Duke’s cloak.

Meanwhile, referee Rex, watching their sparring in admiration, kept his eyes on their stamina bars.

‘It looks like it’s about to end soon.’

Beneath her green health bar, a yellow gauge was nearly empty.

Her stamina was almost depleted.

‘The Divine Descent ability sure drains a lot of stamina.’

The effect of increasing all combat stats by 5 was remarkable, but the stamina consumption was severe.

Despite expecting to fight for 30 minutes, her stamina had nearly depleted in just 5.

Rex nodded, considering this a valuable insight before a real battle.

‘That aside, this is a bit shocking.’

He checked Duke’s health bar.

It hadn’t dropped even by a single point.

Considering her skill ignored defense and dealt fixed damage, Rex had expected it to work against Duke to some extent.

He had assumed Duke’s absurdly high health pool and natural regeneration would simply mitigate the damage.

But in reality, Duke hadn’t even needed to endure any hits—he had effortlessly avoided every attack with overwhelming skill.

‘Multiplying 0 by 100 is still 0…’

No matter how strong her fixed-damage ability was, if she couldn’t land a hit, it was meaningless.

Realizing this fundamental weakness in her skills, Rex made notes in her character profile.

<Ari>

Extreme stamina drain when using Divine Descent: Requires stamina training.

If the skill gap is too large, abilities become ineffective: Needs technique training.

Right now, it was just Ari, but in the future, he didn’t know how many people he might have to manage.

Keeping notes was essential.

From years of gaming experience, he knew that failing to record these details would lead to mistakes later.

After finishing his notes on Ari, he added one for Duke.

<Victory>

No matter how he looked at it, Duke was simply a walking victory button.

Just as Rex finished his notes, a new status appeared above Ari’s health bar.

<Exhaustion>

‘As expected. So this is how it ends.’

Ari collapsed to her knees, panting heavily.

“We’ll stop here.”

“Huff… Huff…”

While she was drenched in sweat and on the verge of passing out, Duke remained utterly composed.

Rex’s interface showed that Duke’s stamina had only decreased by 1%.

And so, the sparring match ended with Ari’s defeat due to exhaustion.

***

After the match, Duke showed no interest in Ari, who lay exhausted on the ground, and simply walked away.

‘I mustn’t give her even the slightest hint of a flag.’

Handing her water and a towel was entirely Rex’s responsibility.

With a voice as impassive as ever, Duke gave his final evaluation of her techniques.

“Your punches hold great power, your speed is fast, and your technique is highly refined. However, you still haven’t let go of your obsession with the past.”

With her oxygen-deprived brain struggling to function, Ari barely managed to respond.

“S-sorry… Huff…”

“Hmm.”

Duke turned his back to her and walked toward the training hall’s exit.

His deliberate distance from her was enough to cause misunderstandings among the onlookers.

‘He must be disappointed in me.’

Especially for Ari, who had wanted to be acknowledged as his disciple, the realization made her lower her head in disappointment.

Just then, as Duke was about to leave the training hall, he stopped in his tracks.

“I have clearly seen your potential. I look forward to your future growth.”

Still facing away from her, he slightly raised his cloak, revealing its torn strap.

“I’ll be getting my cloak repaired. In the meantime, Lord Rex, she is your responsibility.”

As Duke left the training hall, Ari bowed deeply.

“Thank you!”

She kept bowing toward Duke’s departing figure.

.

.


.

Meanwhile, at that very moment, Duke thought to himself—

‘Tonight, I’m going to sleep like a baby.’

He had met a newbie and finally got to say the cool line he had always wanted.

It was, without a doubt, the best day ever.
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<Duke’s Perspective>

Several months had passed since Duke and Ari’s sparring match.

A lot had happened during that time.

Rex and Ari had been actively working as adventurers.

Their journey as adventurers wasn’t particularly special.

For instance, when Rex registered as a rookie adventurer, he was mistaken for a woman and accidentally joined a female-only party, causing quite a commotion.

Then, following Rex’s orders, Ari—who had been keeping a low profile—ended up making an arrogant senior adventurer’s solar plexus cave in after he harassed her.

And in a slightly bigger incident, Ari completely destroyed an entire clan in what could only be described as a very, very minor mishap.

And while all of that was happening, as the so-called final boss…

‘Ugh, I’m bored.’

I was melting away in my inn room out of sheer boredom.

Why wasn’t I getting involved in any of these events?

‘What’s the point of joining in on the kids’ little talent show?’

To me, Ari might be like a baby tiger, but to regular people, she was more like a wild mountain king prowling the streets.

It’s easy to misunderstand, but the average combat ability of adventurers wasn’t particularly high.

A mid-tier Rank 1 adventurer was about as strong as a low-ranking knight, and a high-tier Rank 2 adventurer was on par with a mid-ranking knight.

Rank 3 adventurers were revered by commoners and were among the rare S-rank adventurers in the world, but within a territory, they were still only considered high-ranking knights.

In other words, Ari, who had registered at the Adventurers’ Guild just a week ago, was essentially a disruptive force within the industry.

This was because, in this world, adventurers were little more than stepping stones for people seeking miraculous opportunities.

Unless someone was born a noble, it was difficult for them to obtain rare elixirs or find great mentors.

So, commoners became adventurers in hopes of stumbling upon such opportunities.

Roughly one in ten of them would eventually break through the wall of Rank 1 and reach a crossroads: would they transition into a low-ranking knight or take their chances as a mid-tier adventurer, hoping for another miracle?

The pattern continued from there—would they become a mid-ranking knight or a high-tier adventurer?

A high-ranking knight or an S-rank adventurer?

They had to make these choices at every step.

Because of this system, even the strongest adventurers usually capped at Rank 4.

By Rank 5, there was no need to be an adventurer anymore—they could simply become lords instead.

So, in this kind of environment, a Rank 3 “baby tiger” like Ari was at the very top of the food chain.

Naturally, any trouble she encountered during her adventurer activities was something she could resolve on her own.

And that’s precisely why I had nothing to do.

‘This is her stage. I can’t step in.’

So, I stayed quiet.

It would be unseemly to take away her chance to grow.

Besides, I had another role to play.

And for that role, I had to stay in my room most of the time.

‘It’s almost time…’

To relieve my boredom, I folded a piece of paper thirteen times using telekinesis.

Knock, knock.

Someone knocked on the door.

Sensing the presence beyond it, I quickly tossed the paper into my subspace.

Then, I retrieved an item I considered important from within.

<The Art of Excuses – Author: Agnotos>

It was a book written by a famous philosopher, legal scholar, and thinker—or something along those lines—from the distant land of the elves.

Of course, I didn’t actually understand it.

It was just a prop for appearances.

The bookmark had been stuck on page 245 for the past fifty years.

Leaning back in my chair, I opened the book and placed it on my desk.

After clearing my throat, I finally spoke to the person on the other side of the door.

“Come in.”

Creak.

The old hinges groaned as the door opened.

Ari stepped inside with a serious expression.

She was wearing a black-and-white combat uniform instead of her usual maid outfit.

The moment I saw her, excitement surged in my chest.

‘What should I teach her today?’

Ever since I officially accepted her as my disciple after our last sparring session, every day had been pure bliss.

“I look forward to today’s lesson!”

As I looked at the top of her head, our first lesson together naturally came to mind.

It had taken place a week after our sparring match.

I had been sulking because the rookie who begged me to teach her hadn’t contacted me for an entire week.

Then, when she suddenly showed up and requested my guidance, I had nearly died from shock.

“I’ve let go of my attachment to the past, as you advised, Duke. I believed that was the bare minimum requirement.”

She had actually taken my words from the end of our duel to heart, corrected her flaw, and only then sought my instruction.

‘Ugh… This is too much…’

She wasn’t looking for an easy way out—she was actively working to fix her weaknesses on her own.

And if she couldn’t, only then would she come to me for guidance.

‘That’s just too… seductive.’

It thrilled me.

(Mainly in a veteran-player kind of way.)

Since then, she had visited my room whenever she had free time.

Our training followed three main steps.

First, we would engage in a philosophical Q&A session.

Next, I would explain how that session related to the specific skill she needed to correct.

Finally, we would head to the backyard to practice in real combat.

In the past, I had doubted whether philosophical discussions were necessary for physical combat.

But as I advanced, I came to understand.

In battle, one’s mindset determined half the outcome—and correcting that mindset required philosophical discourse.

It was tedious, but I was slowly training her through this process.

“In other words, an obsession with speed will only put you at a disadvantage. Do you understand?”


After today’s long discussion, she nodded, indicating she had grasped the concept.

“Speed alone isn’t everything when it comes to technique.”

“Exactly.”

Today’s lesson was about deception.

Her skills were excellent, but they were too honest.

Since she had never encountered an opponent who could react to her techniques, she had relied on pure speed—but that approach had its limits.

The movement of the shoulders, the spacing of the feet, the positioning of the eyes, and the angle of the waist—by observing these factors, an opponent could predict her next move.

And once an attack was predictable, no matter how fast it was, all the enemy had to do was move ahead of time and wait.

That was why I was going to teach her how to deceive her opponent.

“Let’s go. I’ll be waiting in the backyard.”

Without hesitation, she headed to the training grounds.

As always, I grabbed my cloak and followed her.

When we arrived, Rex was already there, waiting for us.

However, he wasn’t acting as a referee.

[Why meeee…?]

Rex was also going to train alongside Ari.

The reason was simple.

‘A king shouldn’t be taken down too easily, right?’

Even with both Ari and me around, nothing in this world was absolute.

Of course, there was another reason.

‘I know for a fact that you’re at least Rank 3.’

By the end of the story, Rex would have the combat power of a Rank 3 adventurer.

Considering his interface ability would reach Rank 10 while his actual combat skills remained at Rank 3, it was a bit of an issue—but still, it was within reach.

‘It’s not like I’m making an unreasonable request.’

I simply told him to assist Ari in battle.

‘There was a saying… something about even a mutt reciting poetry after thirty years?’

I couldn’t quite remember, but I was aiming for that kind of effect.

Unaware of my noble intentions, Rex looked half in tears as he cried out.

“Please… save me…”

Tears and snot dripped down his face as he pleaded.

As always, Ari took this opportunity to pull out a handkerchief and wipe his nose.

At the same time, she subtly placed a hand on his thigh, indulging herself.

A dying lord, a maid with ulterior motives, and a loyal knight training them both.

‘Mm. Another peaceful day.’

Truly, it was a tranquil, everyday scene.

.

.

.

‘Watching those two be all lovey-dovey makes me want to see a certain someone.’

***

[Yoo Hana’s Perspective]

‘Ugh… I’m so sleepy.’

In a luxury hotel within the inner city of Karrognar, a beautiful woman rubbed her drowsy eyes and sat up in a queen-sized bed.

She hated the beds in this domain.

No, it wasn’t just the beds.

She despised everything about this land.

In this territory, wealth was concentrated solely in the hands of the lord and the superhumans who followed him.

It was never reinvested.


Instead of choosing to enrich the land, they chose to further exploit the people.

Naturally, the oil squeezed from a withered fruit could never compare to that from a ripe one.

As a result, everything here was far more impoverished than in her own domain, the Sneria Territory.

“Haa…”
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And it wasn’t just this land.

If one considered wealth alone, her Sneria Territory was the most prosperous in the entire kingdom.

The problem was that, unlike other lords, she actually cared for her territory.

Because of that, she was weaker than the other nobles.

To protect her land from the lords constantly eyeing it, she had to rely on relationships and contracts.

Luxury goods, high-end household items, gourmet delicacies—she used these to win over the nobles, making them reluctant to let go of the riches her land provided.

In doing so, she secured mutual protection agreements.

If one noble attacked her domain, another would step in—not out of loyalty, but out of envy, unwilling to let a rival grow stronger at their expense.

Rather than relying on trust in her own domain, she weaponized the jealousy among the other lords.

This situation arose because the military strength of a territory depended entirely on the lord’s individual power.

And so, she continued this precarious balancing act, leveraging noble rivalries to ensure her survival.

All of it was because she was weaker than the others.

Tsk, tsk.

She sighed as she applied cosmetics brought from her own land.

“Haa…”

Of course, she was well aware of the danger.

She knew she was playing on a fragile stage.

She also understood that the typical lord’s approach was to grow stronger themselves before defending their land.

But…

‘I couldn’t bring myself to exploit a land in that condition.’

After the empire fell to civil war, this land was left scarred by conflict.

The other lords didn’t care and continued their exploitation, but she—once a commoner—couldn’t prioritize her own growth over her people’s suffering.

Before she was a noble, she had been a resistance fighter, fighting to bring happiness to people like herself.

Abandoning them now would mean abandoning her own beliefs.

And so, she built up her domain, even introducing welfare and reinvestment—concepts unheard of in this world.

‘I don’t want to work…’

The neighboring lords were treacherous, and reality was cruel.

Yet she couldn’t abandon this path.

Her retainers and most of her people recognized and appreciated her efforts.

“Thank you, my lady. Because of you, I’ve lived the best life I could have ever hoped for.”

For her, it was just a fleeting moment.

For her citizens, it was a lifetime.

And because she understood that, she had no choice but to keep doing her best.

That alone was enough for her to continue playing the role of the perfect “Shadow Queen.”

‘Ah… now that I think about it…’

Recently, someone new had come to recognize her efforts.

She felt guilty toward those who had supported her all along, but the acknowledgment of this one person filled her with an unprecedented sense of fulfillment.

“…I want to see Duke…”

The words slipped out before she could suppress them.

Blushing faintly, she glanced around, checking if anyone had overheard.

Fortunately, she had no attendants with her due to her humble lifestyle.

No one had heard her.

Ahem.

Clearing her throat, she finished her makeup and changed her clothes.

The sleepy girl who had grumbled about not wanting to go to work had transformed into a dignified ruler as she stepped out of her room.

“Sneria, my lady. A report for you.”

Early in the morning, a retainer who had been waiting for her brought a stack of papers.

“I’ve summarized the incidents occurring in the Karrognar territory.”

She sipped her coffee in the dining hall while reviewing the documents handed to her.

Although she had come to this land to renew a contract, she had also planted her own informants throughout the territory.

The lord of this land was overly confident in his personal strength and completely ignorant of the importance of intelligence warfare.

To be precise, he believed that ordinary soldiers contributed nothing to war, so he didn’t care whether they investigated anything or not.

As a result, aside from the lord’s inner stronghold, she could gather information on this land without facing any resistance.

‘How foolish.’

She planned to siphon off any useful technology, knowledge, or talent from this territory to her own.

Sipping her coffee, she began reviewing the report compiled overnight by a junior knight who had been assigned the task by their senior.

The first page caught her attention.

“Slave liberation movement?”

A wandering order of knights had suddenly appeared and was freeing slaves across Karrognar.

They set fire to slave trading posts, planted a black serpent flag atop the ruins, and then disappeared.

The local lord, furious at the loss of his primary source of income, had been trying to capture them, but they were too elusive to be caught.

‘Interesting.’

She would have hated this if it were happening in her own land, but since it was someone else’s problem, she found it genuinely entertaining.

‘Perhaps I should consider hiring them for my territory later.’

She believed that knights overflowing with such a sense of justice would align well with her own ideals.

Leaving a note on the page, she turned to the next report.

“Report on the last known whereabouts of Duke Erwik.”

A year ago, Duke Erwik had vanished in this territory, so she had ordered an investigation.

However, she skipped past this section without reading it.

That report no longer held any meaning for her.

Then, one particular report caught her eye.

“A research city that facilitated identity erasure has suddenly turned into a ghost town?”

One of this territory’s main sources of income was human trafficking.

As an extension of that trade, they also provided a “human laundering” service.

This involved orchestrating fake disappearances, making it seem like bandits or orcs had attacked travelers passing through the region.

The service was primarily offered to envious nobles who wanted rivals to vanish without a trace.

Through this scheme,Karrognar ruling family not only acquired the fortunes of those who went missing but also repurposed the victims as experimental subjects.

Among noble circles, this was an open secret.

Hana found it disgusting that such a place was right next to her own territory, but she lacked the strength to do anything about it.


Yet now, suddenly, that city had become a ghost town.

‘In a few days, Count Karrognar is going to throw a fit.’

The administrators of this land were inherently lazy.

Thanks to her loyal informants, she had discovered the disappearance of the researchers in that city, but the count’s own aides were unlikely to have noticed yet.

Most of them were too busy training or exploiting their assigned regions to even glance at the research city.

It would probably take several more days before the news even reached the count’s ears.

‘Should I tell him?’

She hesitated for a moment before shaking her head.

‘No way I’m doing that bald bastard a favor.’

She slipped the page containing that information into the shadows, making sure no one would ever see it.

By the time she finished reviewing the documents, only one report remained.

She popped a dry scone into her mouth and turned to the final page.

“Discovery of a Rank 4 Demon.”

Her eyebrow twitched.

For the first time, she adopted a serious expression as she read the details carefully.

A Rank 4 Demon has appeared.

The demon has taken control of a city.

The presumed species is an ogre.

The demon’s followers consist primarily of humanoid monsters such as goblins and orcs.

Multiple Rank 3 demons have also been observed within the group.

As she read, her expression darkened.

A Rank 4 Demon.

It’s not common, but it’s not exactly rare either.

What that means is, if a lord is either incompetent or deliberately negligent, there’s a certain probability of it occurring.

Otherwise, it can be considered nonexistent.

This is because, unlike humans, demons have a culture of cannibalism.

Thanks to cannibalism, demons accumulate power quickly—some even rise by an entire rank overnight.

Because of this, most lords deal with them before they get anywhere near the fourth rank.

This is to maintain their power as lords.

‘But what is that bald guy thinking?’

It wasn’t as if Count Karrognar was unaware.

Because demons accumulate karma rapidly, they also tend to be discovered just as quickly.

Usually, a demon reaching the second rank through cannibalism is enough to generate numerous eyewitness accounts.

‘There’s no way he didn’t know it would reach the fourth rank.’

The bald man’s close aides were lazy, but when it came to matters directly tied to power, they were sharp.

That left only one possibility.

‘That bald old man… he’s insane.’

The count was gambling.

He was likely raising the demon to the fifth rank so that he could personally subjugate it and break through his limit.

‘Now that I think about it, I heard his lifespan is running out.’

Currently, Count Karrognar was at level 59.

If he gained just one more level, he wouldn’t just extend his lifespan—he would even regain some of his youth.

But the problem was that he didn’t have much time left.

‘I can’t believe he’d do something this crazy.’

If things went wrong, the demon could defeat the count, consume him and his vassals, and become the new lord of the region.

Of course, the count was making this gamble because he was going to die anyway, but for her, this was an absolute disaster.

‘If this goes wrong, a cannibal demon territory will form right next to mine.’

Those demons would undoubtedly invade her territory or secretly abduct her people.

There were precedents for this, so it wasn’t just paranoia.

‘What should I do…?’

She emptied her coffee cup, lost in thought.

The demon was still at the fourth rank.

At this stage, she and her vassals could still subjugate it.

Her personal combat ability was at the fourth rank, but when fighting alongside her vassals, she could reach the fifth rank.

‘The problem is the count.’

There was no way he would allow her to operate within his territory.

The demon was probably something he had been carefully nurturing, so he had likely assigned guards to monitor it.

In other words, secretly subjugating it was impossible.

She let out a deep sigh and began pondering the demon’s fate.

Then, suddenly, a face flashed through her mind.

A knight of justice who didn’t need a lord’s permission and would gladly slay the monster.

Her heart started pounding.

‘Asking him is a given.’

She naturally began contemplating what kind of reward to offer.

‘Yes, since I’m asking for a favor, I should repay him properly.’

What would be suitable?

‘How about inviting him to my domain?’

She could host him in a luxurious hotel for about ten years, treating him with the highest level of hospitality.

Fortunately, her territory was the wealthiest in the kingdom, so she could entertain both Duke and his lord without issue.

Of course, the fact that the “hotel” was just the annex of her mansion wasn’t really important.

‘This is just a token of appreciation. Yep.’

With her mind already made up about the reward, she prepared to contact Duke, fully convinced that the knight of justice she admired would never refuse this request.

***

This was a story unknown to anyone in the original work.

Originally, in the source material, Hana had no one to rely on.

However, karma wasn’t so lax.

By sheer “coincidence,” while adventuring, Rex and Hana ended up defeating the demon.

That event snowballed, setting Rex’s fate into motion.

Even Duke was unaware of this.

However, the karma of this world operated slightly differently.

In the original story, the highest fate’s judgment against the demon had been Rex’s encounter.


But in this world, that was no longer the case.

A die of fate that should have been a ten-sided die had become a twelve-sided one.

Click, click, click…

The die rolled, determining the intensity of the demon’s punishment—the higher the number, the harsher the punishment.

12  Unfortunately for the demon, a result that had never existed before had appeared.
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“Huff… Huff…”

In the forest of the Karrognar Territory.

Inside the fortress built from the trees of that very forest.

An orc was gasping for breath as he fled from within the fortress.

“Damn it… I have to tell the High Chieftain… the High Chieftain…!”

That orc was the chieftain who ruled over this forest.

By chance, he had devoured the corpse of a knight and ascended to the Third Rank, becoming an officer under the being known as the “High Chieftain.”

He had been entrusted with the duty of guarding this forest for the High Chieftain.

His role was to capture travelers and knights passing through, offering them as food to his comrades.

Thanks to this, he had managed to establish a fairly powerful orc settlement within the forest.

‘I was just about to return to the High Chieftain!’

He had nearly completed his army and was preparing to return to his leader.

But as if the heavens refused to let him succeed, a disaster descended upon him.

‘What the hell is that beastkin?!’

The orc chieftain fixed his gaze on the white tiger beastkin rampaging in the central plaza of the fortress.

“Haaah!!”

With a mighty shout, she launched an uppercut, sending an orc warrior flying into the air.

She then struck the airborne warrior with her elbow, flinging him far away, before swiftly piercing the solar plexus of a spear-wielding orc who had tried to ambush her from behind.

Whenever she found herself surrounded by a horde of orcs—

“White Lotus Eight Trigrams!”

A blast of intertwining black and white erupted, sweeping away everything in the vicinity.

Her level felt similar to his—both were of the Third Rank—but her sheer power seemed to reach the Fourth Rank.

Faced with such a monstrous girl, the orc chieftain had no choice but to flee.

‘Damn karma!’

He cursed the fate that had brought this nightmare upon him.

In this world, demons had no place to call their own.

Even if they managed to establish a foothold somewhere, they were inevitably driven out within a decade.

That was why demons never trusted the heavens.

‘What has the heavens ever done for me, only to take this away as well?!’

Of course, his reasoning was flawed.

Addressing their cannibalistic culture would be the first step, but demons took immense pride in such traditions, making persuasion nearly impossible.

But that wasn’t important to the orc chieftain right now.

‘As long as I survive…!’

If he, a Third Rank warrior, could escape, he could always rebuild.

To do that, he had to reach the city where the High Chieftain resided.

Sacrificing his subordinates to the white tiger girl as bait, he dashed toward his carriage.

Griiik. Griik.

Binding the war boars tightly to the carriage, the chieftain cracked the whip.

“Go!”

“Kreeeeh!!”

The man-eating war boars, raised on human flesh, let out a piercing cry and charged forward, their red eyes gleaming.

With leg strength incomparable to ordinary warhorses, he was confident that no one could catch up to him.

The carriage swiftly exited the stables and raced toward the fortress’s gate.

However, just as it was about to pass through the exit, the wheels suddenly spun uselessly in place.

“Huh? Did it get stuck in mud?”

The orc chieftain leaned out of the carriage to check below.

But the wheels weren’t caught in anything.

They were simply… floating in midair.

And it wasn’t just the carriage.

Even the war boars pulling it were flailing helplessly in the air.

The chieftain blinked in shock, rubbing his eyes in disbelief.

At that moment, a figure approached the carriage.

“Did you truly believe you could escape your fate, Cacique (Chieftain)?”

A deep, heavy voice echoed from beneath a helmet as Duke stepped forward.

The overwhelming presence exuded by the helmet made the orc chieftain instinctively swallow his saliva.

“Who are you?”

“Your question was wrong. You should have been begging for mercy instead.”

Of course, Duke had no intention of granting mercy.

He simply wanted to say the line.

“Tch.”

The chieftain still failed to grasp the situation and could only click his tongue in frustration.

“Well, I suppose you’ll make for a decent snack along the way.”

He pulled out a hunting stone from the carriage and hurled it at Duke’s ankle.

But the moment the stone left the orc chieftain’s hand, it changed course—suspending him in midair by his throat.

“Guhh…!”

As his vision blurred, he caught sight of Duke’s right hand emerging from his cloak, gripping at the air as if pulling an invisible string.

Only then did the chieftain realize something was terribly wrong.

Duke casually flung the dangling orc chieftain out of the carriage and clenched the air with his left hand.

“Kyeegh—!”

Thud.

The war boars, their eyes gleaming red as they charged with primal instinct, let out dying screams and collapsed.

A series of incomprehensible events unfolded before the chieftain’s eyes, and terror overwhelmed him.

Tears began to well up.

“P-Please… spare me…”

As if granting his plea, the invisible force strangling him suddenly loosened.

He collapsed to the ground, desperately inhaling the long-lost air.

Duke looked down at the trembling chieftain and spoke.

“Your life is not mine to take.”

With that, Duke turned his back and walked away.


The orc chieftain, his mind still clouded from oxygen deprivation, struggled to fully grasp Duke’s words.

But one thing was certain—

‘I survived…’

For some unknown reason, that grim reaper had chosen to spare him.

The chieftain hastily scrambled to his feet, ready to flee.

But as Duke disappeared over the hill, another figure emerged from that very hilltop—the white tiger girl who had been rampaging in the plaza earlier.

The chieftain could only let out a resigned sigh.

“Ah…”

His despair was short-lived, as Duke, passing by Ari, spoke.

“I’ve prepared your share.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Gain experience and repay Lord Rex. Let that be your gratitude.”

“Yes, Sir!”

Ari responded with a martial artist’s spirited shout before immediately charging at the chieftain.

‘Damn humans…’

Tears and snot streamed down the chieftain’s face as he gripped the axe on his back.

“Uwooooooh!!! I won’t go down without a fight!!!”

With a thunderous war cry, he rushed at her.

A few minutes later—

Boom!

The orc chieftain, his solar plexus caved in, was displayed like a trophy at the fortress’s entrance.

***

After the orc fortress raid was concluded, Rex took time to evaluate the results of the battle.

‘This mission was easy… Wait, no, something’s wrong with my perception lately…’

Strictly speaking, the orc fortress raid was an S-rank mission.

The orc chieftain alone was on par with an S-rank adventurer at the Third Rank.

The fortress also housed numerous orc warriors equivalent to A-rank adventurers at the Second Rank.

For civilians, this would have been nothing short of a catastrophe.

But for Ari, it hadn’t been particularly difficult.

‘At this point, should I just consider Ari a Fourth Rank warrior?’

With that thought, Rex opened her status window.

***

Name: Ari

Level: 29 → 39

[Combat Stats]

Intelligence: 24 → 36

Dexterity: 28 → 50

Mental Fortitude: 21 → 30

Physical Strength: 39 → 49

Unbelievable progress—achieved in just half a year.

Rex, however, was more focused on her stats than her level.

Normally, when a stat surpasses a character’s level, it’s considered “over-spec.”

Yet, both Dexterity and Physical Strength were now over-spec for Ari.

‘Is this a bug?’

Ari’s Dexterity was at the level of a Fifth Rank warrior.

Rex had a good idea why.

‘So this is why superhumans obsess over fateful encounters with great teachers.’

Just by meeting the right mentor, her dexterity stat had skyrocketed.

Considering her synergy with her skills, she could already be considered a Fourth-and-a-half Rank warrior.

‘As expected of Duke.’

As Rex was feeling proud, Duke and Ari returned.

Ari came running over, her black-and-white striped tail swaying excitedly.

“Lord Rex!”

“G-Good job…”

“I think I’m about to break through my limit!”

“Already?!”

“Yes! From now on, I’ll crush all your enemies, Lord Rex!”

Rex was stunned.

If she broke through her limit now, she would officially be a Fourth Rank warrior.

Going from Second Rank to Fourth Rank in just half a year—

At this pace, it wouldn’t be surprising if envious superhumans tried to kill her.

At that moment, Duke spoke in a serious tone.

“Lord Rex, before we return, Ari must meditate here.”


Both Rex and Ari tilted their heads in confusion but followed Duke’s words.

Rex perched on the carriage, watching the two.

Duke had Ari sit on the ground and urgently began a Zen dialogue.

“Ari, why do you take lives?”
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Duke was pushing her into meditation so quickly because he sensed the realization that had taken root in her heart during this battle.

“Why did you stack the corpses of those orcs?”

“For Lord Rex, of course.”

“Then what realization did you gain from this battle?”

“That by eliminating Lord Rex’s enemies, I will help fulfill his dreams.”

At her answer, Duke shook his head.

“That is wrong.”

Killing should never be the foundation of one’s enlightenment.

No matter how noble the goal, if killing was mixed into one’s path to realization, it became tainted.

Ari tilted her head.

“Is it because of karma? Will it ultimately become a burden to Lord Rex?”

“No, that’s not it. You must not use the shock of taking a life as a means to gain enlightenment.”

Duke was no pacifist.

Before the Empire’s downfall, he had buried so many bodies that he could have built a mountain range from them.

He wasn’t suddenly going to advocate for non-violence now.

What he was talking about was efficiency.

“Relying on bloodlust to reach a higher realm is like trying to quench your thirst with seawater. Once even a tiny fragment of bloodlust takes root in your mind, you will begin to seek only that to sate your thirst.”

This wasn’t a matter of morality.

To Duke, there was no good or evil in enlightenment.

However, the moment one used killing as a method for realization, they hit a ceiling.

They became addicted to bloodshed, and before they knew it, their growth would stall—unable to advance through any other means.

“Those who attain realization through the thrill of killing become intoxicated by blood and lose the ability to progress through any other path—be it elixirs, teachers, or any other means.”

At best, they might reach Sixth Rank.

If they were lucky, they could push to Seventh Rank, but that would be their limit.

Because from that level onward, there wouldn’t be many opponents left at their level to kill.

Most people wouldn’t mind, as reaching Sixth Rank practically guaranteed immortality, but—

Duke had no intention of letting Ari stop before reaching at least Eighth Rank.

“If you craft your realization into words, do not include ‘killing’ in your sentence. If you forge your will into form, do not paint blood into its image.”

Finally, Ari seemed to understand and nodded.

With the Zen dialogue concluded, she entered a state of meditation.

“I understand. I will grow stronger to protect Lord Rex—but I will remain wary of becoming numb to killing.”

Duke nodded in approval.

Her realization was slightly different from his own, but it was still her own realization, and he respected that.

And so, with her new enlightenment—

Her level dropped to 36.

Duke praised her.

“Letting go of what you hold is the hardest thing to do. But because of that, the foundation of the tower you are building is now even stronger. Be proud.”

For the first time, Rex witnessed a level decrease, and he found it fascinating.

[Levels can go down?]

“Yes. If one purges impure mana or abandons a flawed realization, it can happen. Once someone surpasses a limit, however, there’s no turning back.”

That was why Duke had her meditate urgently.

If Ari had broken through to Level 40, she would have been trapped as a tiger addicted to bloodshed.

‘This never happened in the original story… This is my fault, isn’t it?’

The original Ari never embedded bloodlust into her mindset.

She had struggled alongside Rex, climbing the ranks without shortcuts.

Through that hardship, she had deeply understood the weight of taking a life.

But in this world—

Duke had trained her into an overpowered beast, making killing feel too easy.

‘This is my responsibility. I need to fix it.’

As Duke was revising his plans for Ari’s growth—

Rex, lost in thought, suddenly spoke.

[By the way, I was just curious… Duke, does your realization contain no bloodlust at all?]

Duke nodded without hesitation.

“My goal has never changed since I first took up the sword. And I have never allowed a place for bloodlust in my enlightenment.”

Hearing his proud declaration, both Rex and Ari looked at him with admiration.

‘As expected, he may be a bit extreme, but a knight is still a knight.’

‘As expected of Master. Even if he dirties his hands, he never loses sight of his purpose.’

However, Duke’s understanding of enlightenment was slightly different from what they thought.

‘Bloodlust is a way to accelerate growth early on at the cost of later progress. Why would I build my enlightenment on that?’

Duke wasn’t aiming to be a mid-tier boss—he wanted to be the final boss.

More than anything…

‘A final boss drunk on blood always meets a pathetic end.’

His biggest reason was simple: he didn’t want to be pathetic.

If necessary, he would kill, but he wouldn’t take it for granted.

That was his stance on taking lives.

Naturally, he didn’t explain this, instead basking in the respectful gazes directed at his helmet.

‘Yes, this is it. No one looks at a bloodthirsty knight with this kind of admiration.’

The charismatic knight Duke remained as noble as ever.

***

After annihilating the orc stronghold, Rex’s party returned to the adventurers’ guild.

But instead of a receptionist, they were greeted by the guild master himself.

“Oh, I’ve been waiting for you all. There’s someone here who wishes to meet you. Could you spare some time?”

The guild master rubbed his hands together so vigorously that it looked like he might polish them to a shine.

Rex felt uneasy about the request but couldn’t bring himself to refuse.

Especially because…

“Please, I beg you!!”

With the guild master bowing and pleading so desperately, rejecting him felt almost cruel.

More importantly, this man had actively helped Rex during the previous clan incident.

He had even risked losing the last of his hair to ensure that the matter never reached the lord’s ears.


Rex vividly remembered the dedication of this middle-aged man.

So, for the sake of this likable guild master, he decided to comply.

“…Alright.”

“Thank you!”

The guild master bowed again and led the way.

As Ari and Duke followed behind, Duke suddenly sensed a familiar presence.

‘Hmm? This is…’

A familiar aura of a third-rank knight, combined with the guild master’s attitude, gave Duke a clear guess about their visitor.

‘Hmm… I don’t know what’s going on, but I should say something.’

In the original story, Rex and Hana met a little later than this.

Duke wasn’t obsessed with following the original plot, but there was no reason to disrupt it unnecessarily.

Without hesitation, he sent a telepathic message to the high-ranking knight in the reception room.

[I am seeing you for the first time today.]

Duke delivered this one-sided message and immediately cut the connection.

The high-ranking knight was momentarily startled by the voice in his head but quickly understood the situation and nodded.

‘He already knows I’m here looking for him.’

Normally, Hana should have been the one to contact Duke.

However, since the Count was keeping a close watch on her, meeting him in person was difficult.

So, a high-ranking knight was sent in her place—but the problem was how to approach Duke.

Unable to track Duke directly, they had to investigate his connections, leading them to discover Rex as his liege.

But no matter how careful one is, investigating someone is inherently disrespectful.

The knight had been struggling with how to approach Rex and Duke without offending them.

Duke had just provided an answer.

‘He’s letting our investigation slide, but he’s telling me to show proper respect to his liege, Rex.’

Instead of treating Duke as the main subject, they were to act as though Rex, the S-rank adventurer, was their true objective.

‘How considerate…’

The knight was wary of Duke’s telekinetic abilities, but he found reassurance in his knightly sense of honor.

Despite a slight misunderstanding, the knight grasped Duke’s message.

With that settled, the reception room door opened, and Rex entered.

“Greetings. I am White, a high-ranking knight of Sneria Territory.”

“Hello, Mr. White.”

Rex, trying his best to suppress his nerves, returned the greeting.

‘Why is this knight so polite?’

Rex found his first impression of White surprisingly good.

‘So, this is Rex? His ability to conceal his power is remarkable.’

The knight assessed Rex as a mysterious figure with immense strength.

‘Hana trained him well. She really drilled knightly etiquette into him.’

Duke silently praised Hana, who wasn’t even present.

Thus, amidst their differing thoughts, the conversation began.

“The Lord of Sneria wishes to offer Rex a commission.”

The knight assured him that it was completely optional.

Looking at the request, Rex nodded.

‘A joint mission in a city occupied by a fourth-rank demon? Doesn’t seem too dangerous.’

His crisis-detection instincts, long broken, made him believe the task was manageable.


‘This guy… He’s definitely a monster. I should inform the intelligence department.’

Meanwhile, the knight became even more convinced of Rex’s abnormality.

‘Huh? Why is this story progressing differently? Did I do something? Hmm… whatever. It would have been better if Hana had come instead of this guy.’

And Duke, lost in his own thoughts, pondered the unexpected turn of events.

Thus, with each of them holding completely different opinions, the negotiation proceeded strangely smoothly.
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The summary of the negotiations between the senior knight, the wight, and the outsider party leader Rex, with the guild master in between, was as follows:

The city occupied by a 4th-rank demon must be liberated.

The criteria for liberation include not only the elimination of the demon but also the rescue of citizens taken hostage.

Surprisingly, it was Rex who added the condition about rescuing the citizens.

“If I have the power, there’s no reason not to use it.”

Rex didn’t see himself as a hero.

However, he wasn’t the type to ignore people in distress when he had the ability and capacity to help.

Since eliminating the demon occupying the city would naturally lead to rescuing the hostages, there was no reason not to do it.

To achieve this, Rex decided to reduce his own reward.

“If I lower my compensation, would it be possible for other adventurers to participate as well? I think that would increase the success rate of the rescue mission.”

For eliminating the demon, Ari alone would be enough.

But if the goal was rescue, having more people would significantly increase the chances of success.

The senior knight couldn’t help but be impressed by Rex’s proposal.

“What a noble person he is.”

The typical high-ranking adventurers the knight knew wouldn’t even care about rescuing civilians.

Some avoided it because it could put them in danger, while others simply found it too bothersome, even if they had the capacity to help.

But Rex was different.

He was willing to sacrifice his own reward to prioritize rescuing the hostages—complete strangers, no less.

“He’s just like Lady Sneria.”

Recalling the lord he served, the senior knight smiled warmly.

“Now I see why Sir Erwik follows him.”

Moved by his respect for Rex, the knight accepted the proposal.

“Understood. Then, we will arrange for the reward to be distributed among the other adventurers as well.”

With a satisfied smile, the senior knight, Wise, signed the contract.

Had Hana been there, she would have screamed, “Noooo!!!”

If it were her, she would have signed the contract in a way that kept Duke—no, Rex’s party’s reward intact while adding extra compensation for the adventurers.

However, Wise was Hana’s official proxy in this matter.

His authority only extended to redistributing the reward, not increasing it.

As a result, Hana’s carefully planned “natural 10-year strategy with Duke” was ruined.

“Then, Rex’s original compensation will be converted into monetary rewards and divided among the adventurers.”

With a sense of fulfillment, the senior knight completed the contract signing.

Had Hana been present, she would have stopped him even if it meant delivering a spinning kick to his side.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t there.

And so, only part of Hana’s plan succeeded, leading to the official formation of the 4th-rank demon subjugation and citizen rescue mission.

***

The recruitment of adventurers for the rescue mission proceeded swiftly.

Under the well-known name of Rex, a large number of adventurers applied.

Of course, they weren’t joining out of pure nobility.

“A city occupied by a 4th-rank demon and its army?”

“It’s a chance to kill without worrying about karma!”

For adventurers, this was an opportunity—one they desperately sought.

Adventurers didn’t only seek out rare elixirs, ancient grimoires, or martial arts manuals as opportunities.

Demons of a certain rank that could be killed without accumulating karma were also considered valuable opportunities.

Of course, there was the risk of dying in the process, but for those obsessed with reaching a higher realm, that was a minor concern.

“Hey, boss! So, we’re free to take out our share of demons, right?”

At a rogue adventurer’s question, Rex nodded indifferently.

In reality, he was so nervous that his facial muscles stiffened, but to an outsider, it looked like a cool and composed approval.

As the recruitment continued, knights—who hadn’t expected much from the guild—suddenly burst in.

With a loud bang, the guild’s door was kicked open.

Crash!

“Aah! I haven’t finished paying off the installments yet!!”

Ignoring the guild master’s desperate cries, the knights unfurled a scroll and shouted in a booming voice.

“This is an order from the lord! The large-scale commission currently being recruited in this guild must be halted immediately!”

Everyone inside the guild, including Rex’s party, had question marks floating above their heads at the sudden declaration from the knights.

‘What are they thinking?’

Neither Rex nor Ari had heard anything about Count Karrognar’s schemes from the senior knight, so they had no idea why the knights were acting this way.

‘This wasn’t in the original story, was it?’

Duke was also caught off guard.

This scene hadn’t existed in the original work.

Originally, this event didn’t start as an official guild mission.

Rex had simply stumbled upon the situation, and Ari had ended up killing the demon, leaving the lord unable to intervene in time.

However, in this world, because it had turned into a large-scale commission, the lord had noticed and was now trying to stop it.

But there was one thing the lord had failed to account for.

‘Has that bald guy lost his mind?’

Standing here was a “noble” knight with such overwhelming charisma that he didn’t listen to those weaker than himself.

‘It feels like I’ve messed up the original story somehow, but I guess it’s time to fix it.’

Duke figured that if something was different from the original story, it was probably his fault.

With that in mind, and with Rex’s approval, Duke walked toward the knights.

Creak.

Thud.

Thud.

The old wooden floor of the guild creaked under Duke’s steps as he closed in on the knights.

“Hey, bastard. Hands off.”

Up until that moment, the knights had been aiming their spears and swords at the adventurers, threatening them near the commission board.

Duke pushed through the adventurers who were frozen in place and made his way to the board.

Normally, he could have simply used telekinesis to “gently” stroke their necks or hearts from a distance.

But in a crowded place like this…

‘They wouldn’t even know it was me.’

So, for once, he decided to move his body himself.


As Duke emerged from the crowd of adventurers, the knights all turned their gazes toward him.

“Hmm? You are…?”

The knight couldn’t finish his sentence.

Duke’s presence among the adventurers felt completely out of place.

‘…Why is a person like this among low-rank adventurers?’

The knights were utterly shocked to see someone at the 5th rank standing among common adventurers.

While they were still frozen in disbelief, Duke reached out and grabbed the scruff of the highest-ranked knight among them.

“?!?”

Before the knight could even react, he was sent flying—

BOOM!

And slammed into the guild floor with a heavy impact.

“Whoa!”

“Damn, that was impressive!”

“Hey, this guy’s got some moves!”

Normally, adventurers would have fled in fear at Duke’s overwhelming presence.

But in this case, the satisfaction of seeing the knights get what they deserved made them forget their fear, and they cheered instead.

“What… what are you doing?!”

Seeing their superior attacked, the other knights instinctively drew their swords.

However, they hesitated to swing them, knowing Duke’s level.

Duke raised his right hand from beneath his cloak for them to see.

“As knights, you should understand the meaning of drawing your swords.”

As he clenched his right hand slightly, the helmets of the knights let out a creaking sound as they began to crumple.

“Ugh…”

The tightening metal squeezed their heads like a vice, forcing them to drop their weapons and clutch at their helmets.

They tried desperately to remove them, but Duke wouldn’t allow it.

“Aagh!”

The adventurers, who had been cheering moments ago, paled at the scene before them.

As satisfying as it was, no one could keep cheering while watching someone’s head about to be crushed in real-time.

While the knights were slowly being strangled by their own helmets, and the adventurers nervously watched,

“Sir…! Please forgive our rudeness, my lord!”

The senior knight, who had been thrown to the ground, bowed his head deeply.

Coughing up the pain in his lungs, he begged for mercy.

“I will… explain everything properly to the lord. Please, have mercy. Cough! Please spare us!”

Duke’s emotionless helmet tilted slightly as he gazed down at the knight.

After a moment, he withdrew his right hand beneath his cloak, and the unpleasant creaking of the helmets ceased.

Clang!

The knights hurriedly removed their helmets and threw them to the ground.

Duke ignored them and addressed the senior knight.

“I trust that you will handle this properly.”

“…I apologize for the offense, my lord.”

Swallowing his frustration, the knight obediently withdrew.

As the knights retreated, the adventurers remained silent.

Turning his back on the disgraced knights, Duke returned to Rex.

Rex immediately asked,

[Did you do that on purpose?]

“Adventurers are a wild bunch. In large-scale operations, if they aren’t put in their place early, they always cause problems with their reckless actions.”

Rex agreed.

Although he was an ordinary citizen at heart, he was also an extremely pragmatic realist.

He didn’t want to take responsibility for anything, but he wasn’t oblivious to reality.

With that in mind, Rex gave Duke a new order.

[Good job. From now on, you can move around at 5th rank.]

Originally, Rex had told Duke to suppress his presence and act as a 1st-rank to avoid attracting attention.

But now that they had already provoked the lord’s knights, there was no point in hiding.

If they were going to be noticed anyway, it was better to make the lord hesitate before acting.

“Understood.”

Duke no longer concealed his level and casually picked out a chair.

‘Hmm… So that old man is making his move after all.’

From within his helmet, Duke gazed toward the lord’s mansion with cold eyes.

‘Looks like I have more things to keep an eye on for this mission.’

***

The disgraced senior knight immediately returned to the lord.

Count Karrognar.

Under the room’s light, the elderly noble’s bald head gleamed.

The knight, well aware of the lord’s ruthless personality, decided to bring up something else before reporting his failure.

“My lord. A 5th-rank individual has appeared in the guild.”

“…What did you just say? Repeat that!”

At first, the count couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

But as the knight continued to insist, he finally accepted it as truth.

“Father. I saw him too. There’s no mistake.”

Count Karrognar’s son, Kubel, who happened to be in the office, confirmed the knight’s words.

He had seen the same knight at the blacksmith’s shop before.

Hearing his son’s confirmation, the count’s lips curled into a smile.

“A 5th-rank…”

As a gamble to achieve a higher rank, the count had been raising demons.

However, those demons no longer mattered to him.

‘Finally, I will reach the 6th Rank!’

The old man, overwhelmed with excitement, rose from his seat.

But the pain in his lower back quickly brought him back to reality.

“Ugh… By the way, did you check that knight’s age?”

Fortunately, before Duke put on his helmet, Kubel had seen his face and answered.

“He appeared to be a young man.”

“What…!”

The count groaned in frustration.

When there is a rank disparity, physical age is nothing more than appearance.

But when two people are of the same rank, physical age becomes a crucial factor.

Between the count, who was stuck at level 59 and being caught up by aging, and the unknown knight who had yet to suffer from aging—there was no question about who had the advantage.

‘This can’t be…’

The count felt genuinely regretful.

To him, it seemed far easier to devour a demon right after it reached level 50 than to take on that knight.

At that moment, his son, who had remained silent, spoke.

“Father, why don’t we do this instead?”


Whisper, whisper.

After hearing Kubel’s plan, the count grinned with satisfaction.

“Yes, that should work.”

The father and son of House Karrognar exchanged sly smiles.
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The next day.

An alliance of adventurer parties was formed, led by Rex and Ari.

The strategy was simple.

“Do you know the term ‘feint operation’?”

Ari, serving as Rex’s speaker, explained the plan to the gathered adventurers.

Of course, in this medieval world, where literacy rates were at a staggering 90%, and where most adventurers took up their trade because they lacked the intelligence for magic, very few understood the phrase.

“…A diversionary tactic.”

““Ahh!””

Ari sighed at the ignorance of the adventurers.

Rex, amused, sent her dialogue as text.

The plan was simple enough that even ignorant adventurers could understand it.

“We will divide into three teams for this operation.”

A breakthrough team, a rescue team, and an assassination team.

The breakthrough team would engage the enemy head-on.

The rescue team would evacuate civilians.

The assassination team would eliminate the leader.

It was a straightforward strategy.

Of course, Rex had more refined strategies in mind.

However, with an uncontracted group of adventurers, he doubted a complex plan would be executed properly.

“The teams will be divided as follows.”

Ari’s team, which consisted of female members and a few trusted adventurers, formed one group.

Duke and two additional parties assigned to assist him formed another.

The remaining adventurers were lumped together as the third group.

Naturally, the adventurers in the “remaining” group assumed they would be the breakthrough team.

So…

“All we need to do is charge in and retreat when needed, right?”

One of the adventurers in the “remaining” group raised his hand and spoke.

Ari gave him a look as if she were staring at an idiot.

“You are in the rescue team. Why would you retreat?”

“Huh?”

The adventurer glanced at his team.

In a typical feint operation, the group with the most members usually handled the main assault.

But here, the largest group was being assigned to rescue duty?

Finding the plan unusual, the adventurer cautiously asked Ari,

“Then… which team is Arabella in?”

“I’m in the assassination team.”

“Uh… then…”

All eyes turned toward Duke.

Duke responded with silence, letting the shadow of his helmet darken his face as he drove his massive greatsword into the ground.

Boom!

The adventurers immediately recognized the weapon.

It was the same greatsword used in strength contests during festivals.

Yet, in Duke’s hands, it moved effortlessly.

On top of that, he had single-handedly made a high-ranking knight retreat the previous day.

Even the most barbaric adventurers—who couldn’t grasp emotion-based magic—had keen survival instincts.

“Understood. We’ll handle the civilian rescue properly.”

There wasn’t a single fool who complained about not getting to fight.

Anyone that clueless would have long since perished in this harsh world.

Still, Duke decided to ease their concerns with one more statement.

“If any demons escape my grasp or block your rescue efforts, you are free to eliminate them. In fact, that may be safer for you.”

The demon army occupying the city was filled with threats even by adventurer standards.

Duke was guaranteeing there would be plenty of enemies left for them to handle.

His authoritative tone alone made them accept it without question.

“Alright, got it, man.”

Besides, after witnessing how the arrogant knights had been humiliated, they had no reason to doubt Duke’s words.

Then, Duke added a final warning.

“However, there are two things you must keep in mind.”

“Hm?”

“One: Prioritize the rescue of citizens. Avoid unnecessary battles that could put them in danger.”

“Two: I won’t lecture you about chivalry, but I trust that, at the very least, you will uphold basic human decency toward the citizens.”

Duke’s rules were, strictly speaking, vague.

Full of loopholes and easy to exploit.

However, Duke knew how to awaken the buried sense of morality within these rough adventurers.

Creak—

Silently, Duke bent a fork with telekinesis.

The adventurers immediately understood that the fork represented their spines and nodded at a frequency of 100Hz.

Satisfied, Duke nodded in return.

“I extend my gratitude in advance for your dedication.”

***

A desolate city, where the severed heads of citizens were displayed in the marketplace.

As always, demons patrolled the streets, their bloodstained weapons clutched in their hands.

The former mayor hung lifeless in the town square, while his mansion had been seized by a towering figure with massive fangs.

“Hmm…”

The giant, a half-breed of troll and ogre, meticulously examined his fangs in a cracked hand mirror.

He genuinely believed that his inherited tusks were his greatest charm.

‘Damn, no wonder the ladies go crazy for me.’

As he carefully maintained his tusks with a file, a cyclops entered his office and spoke.

“Chieftain, I’m hungry. Can’t I eat just one woman?”

Lowering his mirror, the giant met the cyclops’s lone eye and replied in a slightly annoyed, almost frivolous tone.


“Huh!? Didn’t I already share the knights with you?”

“But I’m still hungry.”

“At your level, eating them won’t even make a difference anymore!”

“Hmm… But I really want a woman…”

“Wait, are you saying that in a sexual sense or a culinary one?”

“As food.”

“Hold it in, you pig. We’re already short on prisoners. Are you planning to eat the boys who are about to reach fighting age next?”

The giant and the cyclops were both at 4/3 Rank.

“We need to get our sons to Rank 1 quickly and move on to another human city in a year.”

“So you’re telling me to endure until then?”

“What else?”

“Then I’ll go hunting. A scouting party just found a village to the east.”

“Hmm…”

The chieftain stroked his tusks before shaking his head.

“You’re grown. Learn to control yourself. Have you already forgotten how we conquered this city?”

At those words, the cyclops sighed in resignation and nodded.

“Apologies. I was reckless.”

“Honestly, I’m barely holding myself back too, so don’t bring it up again.”

Once, they had been slaves in an underground arena, forced to fight for survival.

One night, a stroke of luck had freed them—the locks on their cages mysteriously came undone.

Seizing the moment, they escaped.

Strangely, when they fled, the knights who should have stopped them were already dead.

The demons feasted on the corpses, gaining strength and easily taking over the city.

Perhaps it was a rare moment of fate favoring demons.

But they neither appreciated nor relied on such whims.

They quietly built their forces, waiting for the right moment to move on to the next city.

“Still… The orc chief sure is taking his time coming back.”

Once he returned with his trained army from the forest, they could finally set their plans in motion.

But the chieftain found it odd that he was taking so long.

Hearing this, the cyclops spoke again.

“Should I go check on him?”

“Is this one of those ‘warrior instincts’ of yours?”

“Yeah. I feel like glory is calling me there.”

“Glory, my ass. You’ll just die a meaningless death.”

“Heh. But isn’t even that a form of glory?”

The two demons chatted without concern.

But their peaceful routine was abruptly shattered.

“Huh…? What the hell is that?”

Hearing the murmurs of the patrolling demons, the two looked out the window.

Their gazes, along with the others, locked onto a ship.

A ship floating high above the city’s walls.

“Huh? A ship?”

As if responding to the chieftain’s dumbfounded voice, the ship’s bow turned toward the city gates.

Only now did the two demons realize how terrifying the ram’s head decoration on the ship was.

The chieftain, momentarily entranced by the ram’s head, snapped back to his senses when the ship seemed to pull back slightly, as if preparing to charge.

He hurriedly grabbed his communication crystal.

“Fall back—!”

Unfortunately, the ship’s charge was faster than any warning he could give.

BOOM!

The ram-headed ship crashed into the city gates, shattering both itself and the fortifications.

Ahh…

Ughh…

Mom…

With a single impact, half the demons in the vicinity were wiped out.

Some were torn in half, upper and lower bodies separated.

Others were impaled by flying debris, while some lost their sight to the shrapnel.

– So hungry…

– Cold…

– Cough, cough!

The demons who barely survived the dust cloud coughed, desperately proving they were still alive.

However…

– Thud.

– Agh!

– P-please… urk…

Within the dust-filled air, the sounds of final death throes rang out one after another.

Soon, even the coughing stopped.

A brief silence followed.

Then, the sound of footsteps echoed through the dust cloud.

Creak.

Crunch.

Someone was approaching, stepping over the shattered walls and broken ship planks.

No one needed to say who it was.

The demons knew instinctively—this was the one responsible for the massacre.

As they anxiously waited for the figure to emerge, fear overtook some demons.

They dropped their weapons and fled.

Most of those who ran were creatures driven purely by instinct—goblins and the like.

However, they didn’t get far.

Within just a few steps, they began clutching their throats, collapsing to the ground.

Gag… Ugh…

The deserters convulsed briefly before going completely still.

Then, cutting through the lingering dust, a knight stepped forward, walking atop a blood-soaked carpet of demon corpses.

“High-altit—”

The centurion demon, trembling from the rear, tried to issue an attack command.

“High-al—”

Schlk.

Before he could finish speaking, his body split in two.

Between his severed halves, a greatsword gleamed ominously.

The demons, now trembling, had no choice but to acknowledge the sickening sound of flesh being cleaved apart.

Beyond the remains of their fallen commander, they saw him—Duke.

Standing at the entrance, his right hand gripped his sword, while his left crackled with magic.


He barely spared a glance at the corpses before turning his attention to the still-living demons.

“At the very least,” he said, voice calm yet unwavering, “I shall grant you an honorable death—unlike these cowards.”

Standing atop the bodies of deserters and their commander, the knight finished his words.

“Draw your swords, gentlemen.”

<Duke, from the demons’ perspective.>




 
  Chapter 20 : The knight does not forget gratitude


Among the demons, a prophecy has taken root like a legend.

When the land has drunk its fill of the blood of the forsaken demons, and a pool forms from their gathered tears, the Demon King shall return.

The words left behind by the prophet were a source of strength, allowing the demons to endure in this world that oppressed them.

They believed, without a doubt, that the Demon King would return to lead them.

And yet…

“Why?”

Why was the Demon King pointing a sword at them?

The Lizardman, raising his spear against the approaching Demon King, could not comprehend.

“Why is the Demon King attacking us?!”

Of course, the being he was looking at had never declared himself the Demon King.

The knight who had broken through the castle gates was merely cutting down demons with precise swordsmanship, never once calling himself the Demon King.

But the way he slaughtered the demons as he advanced—it was unmistakably the image of the Demon King.

Squelch.

An ogre warrior, who had bravely taken the lead, was sucked toward the knight’s outstretched left hand.

The knight drove his sword through the ogre’s heart before swinging it wide, as if shaking off an insect.

The cold energy radiating from his blade swept across the demons’ necks.

Those with sharp instincts ducked just in time and survived, but those who failed to react lost their heads.

A hundred lifeless eyes rolled across the ground.

As the Lizardman fought back the urge to retch at the sight of his fallen comrades, the knight raised his left hand as if lifting something.

In response, the demon mages chanting spells in the rear were suddenly lifted into the air and impaled on the freshly severed trees and pillars.

“Urgh…”

The ones who hadn’t died instantly convulsed before going limp, their bodies dangling from the spikes.

Between the blood-soaked pillars, the knight continued his relentless advance.

“Hiiik!”

A panicked soldier fired an arrow, but the knight’s greatsword was already waiting, as if anticipating it.

Clang.

With precise movements, he deflected the projectile and closed the distance.

Then, pulling the remaining demons toward him, he swung his greatsword once more.

The blade carved a wide arc, producing yet another field of silent corpses.

‘How could anyone say he’s not the Demon King?!’

The Lizardman, his spear trembling, pointed it at the supposed Demon King.

He wanted to flee, but he had already witnessed the horrifying fate of those who ran—this ruthless king twisted their necks with an unknown force.

But did that mean he spared those who stayed?

No.

For them, death simply came at a slower pace.

In the end, it was just a choice between a swift and meaningless death or a slow and inevitable one.

‘Does he really believe that dying in battle is an honor?!’

If not, why else would he be taking his time, offering a so-called “honorable death” while methodically exterminating them?

At that moment, someone stepped forward to block the knight’s path.

“Haha! A battlefield of honor indeed!”

It was the Cyclops chieftain—the slayer of ten men in a single strike.

A warrior renowned for his immense strength, he was one of the great chieftain’s closest aides.

At his arrival, a faint glimmer of hope flickered among the demons.

Perhaps… just maybe…

“This is the battle I’ve been waiting for! At last, a worthy opponent!”

The Cyclops stomped forward, shaking the ground as he approached the knight.

Even though the knight was quite tall, he was nothing compared to the half-giant Cyclops.

Raising his massive axe high, the Cyclops bellowed,

“Let’s see if you can block this!”

Gripping the axe handle with both hands, he swung it down with all his might.

However, the strike that had carried the demons’ hopes was effortlessly blocked by the knight’s greatsword.

Clang!

The grand metallic sound echoed, but the knight remained utterly unshaken.

Even as the Cyclops strained, veins bulging in his eyes, pressing down on the axe with all his strength, the knight held firm—blocking it with just one hand.

Then, the knight clenched his free left hand into a fist and drove it into the Cyclops’ abdomen.

A dull, meaty impact rang out.

As the Cyclops’ body crumpled, vomiting its contents onto the ground, the demons finally understood.

“Haha… damn it…”

With bitter laughter, they dropped their weapons.

***

Meanwhile, Rex observed Duke from afar.

For this battle, he had chosen not to share Duke’s combat screen through the Interface.

Duke had warned him beforehand.

“I recommend that you don’t watch my battle directly this time.”

Following his advice, Rex only saw the battlefield as a green dot (Duke) pushing back countless red dots (the demons).

Had he actually witnessed Duke executing the demons, he might not have been able to stomach it.

Watching Duke’s relentless assault, Rex couldn’t help but be amazed.

‘Wasn’t this mission supposed to be about drawing aggro? So why is Duke chasing down the demons instead?’

A proper diversion strategy involved attacking and retreating, yet Duke was pushing forward aggressively.

‘This doesn’t feel like a distraction—it’s more like a full-scale annihilation… Or is it just my imagination?’

The way the red dots were wiped away, as if being cleaned by a mop, made Rex uneasy.

Still, he didn’t stop Duke.

After all, from a strategic perspective, Duke was fulfilling his role—he had drawn the city’s entire military force toward himself.

Meanwhile, the rescue team was successfully evacuating civilians, and the assassination team was smoothly executing their raid on the Grand Chieftain.

Everything was going according to plan.

Yes, everything should have been going smoothly.

But Rex couldn’t shake the words Duke had left him before the operation began.

“Rex, commanders often fail to understand the hearts of their soldiers. Please be careful not to make that mistake.”

That warning lingered in his mind.


Even as he carefully monitored both Ari and Duke’s statuses, he still couldn’t grasp why Duke had said such a thing.

And by the time the Grand Chieftain was nearly defeated, Rex dismissed it as mere overthinking and declared the mission a success.

It didn’t take long for him to regret that decision.

***

With the operation successfully completed, Rex focused on tending to the rescued civilians’ injuries.

Having finished his slaughter of the demons, Duke also returned to the camp.

Now, they awaited the return of the assassination team—the final key players of this mission.

Before long, the last group arrived.

However, their condition was dire.

Every member who had fought alongside Ari was gravely wounded.

Some appeared fine on the surface but had ruptured organs.

Others had overused their abilities, causing their muscles to deteriorate.

After hearing the healers’ reports, Rex’s face turned pale.

Yet, worse than all of them—was Ari.

One of her arms hung limp, completely shattered.

The other, which had blocked the Grand Chieftain’s final attack, barely clung to her body.

Had the strike been any deeper, she would have lost an arm—just like a certain red-haired pirate.

It was then that Rex understood the true meaning behind Duke’s warning.

‘I… I was only seeing people as numbers.’

Rex had approached this mission as if he were playing a game.

Unlike Ari, the other adventurers weren’t bound to him by contract. To him, they had merely appeared as dots on his Interface.

He had issued orders based purely on the red health bars displayed on the screen—telling them to retreat for healing only when their HP was critically low.

And this… was the cost of that decision.

But that wasn’t his only mistake.

Rex realized that he might have seen Ari as just an NPC.

On her status screen, she had combat prowess equivalent to Rank 4.5.

But that assessment only applied to her fighting ability and technique.

In reality, her overall ranking was still Rank 3, and in many aspects, she was still at Rank 3.

She had only barely reached the edge of Rank 4.

She had been forced to push herself to the absolute limit—breaking both her arms—just to fight the Grand Chieftain.

All because Rex had reduced people to numbers.

No one had died this time, but they could have.

‘I…’

Did he truly deserve to be a commander?

But before he could dwell on that thought, the victorious adventurers expressed their gratitude toward him.

Even Ari, despite her injuries, looked at him with both appreciation and respect.

“Thanks to your leadership, Rex, we were able to take him down.”

By defeating the Grand Chieftain, Ari had finally reached Rank 4.

Her party members had also experienced rank-ups.

Though they had suffered life-threatening injuries, the mission had resulted in the best possible outcome.

“You don’t have to be so hard on yourself, Master.”

Under Ari’s warm comfort, Rex shed tears and leaned on her.

Although not perfect, his second command could be considered a success.

***

The Night of the City’s Liberation

As night fell, the expedition decided to stay for the night, considering the difficulty of relocating the rescued citizens.

“Cheers!”

Adventurers gathered in the plaza, drinking around a bonfire.

Former prisoners shed tears—some from the joy of true freedom, others in sorrow for what they had lost.

Even Rex, finally able to rest, fell asleep in the bed assigned to him.

In the dead of night, Duke remained awake.

Still in his battle attire, he left his quarters, heading somewhere unknown.

Ari, wrapped in a blanket and supporting her injured arm with a makeshift sling, called out to him.

“I have something to discuss, Sir.”

Without turning to face her, Duke simply nodded.

“Speak.”

“The incident today… It was intentional, wasn’t it?”

Duke immediately understood what she was referring to.

“I apologize. But it was an experience that my lord needed.”

“As I thought…”

Ari had been present when Duke warned Rex.

And when everything was over, she had come to suspect that the injuries sustained by the assassination squad were by Duke’s design.

Duke confirmed her suspicion.

‘It was an event from the original story, after all.’

In the original timeline, Rex’s reliance on numbers had led to him overlooking internal injuries among some adventurers, resulting in fatalities.

That painful lesson had been the catalyst for his growth into a better commander.

Duke had no intention of altering that outcome.

Still gazing into the distance, Duke continued speaking.

“You have every right to condemn me.”

However, Ari neither blamed nor rebuked him.

“No. In fact, I am grateful.”

“?”

“It was for Rex’s sake, wasn’t it? If so, I would gladly offer my arms again.

If both Rex and I can learn under your protection, I welcome it anytime.”

At her words, Duke lifted his head slightly.

“You knew?”

“Yes. The chieftain’s movements were a little… strange.”

Indeed, Duke had intentionally allowed the injuries to occur.

However, he had intervened at critical moments to prevent them from leading to permanent disabilities.

He had ensured that the adventurer’s internal injuries stopped at severe bruising rather than fatal organ damage.

The attack that had severed Ari’s arm in the original timeline had been slightly delayed, reducing the extent of the injury.

Most importantly—

“When the chieftain pretended to be dead and tried to ambush us, you finished him off, didn’t you?”

“I must correct that misunderstanding. The chieftain was already fated to die.”

“I merely held him in place until he reached his end.”

In the original story, the chieftain had feigned death before taking an adventurer down with him.

Not an enjoyable scene.

Duke had intervened, but ultimately, it was Ari who had delivered the final blow.

“So, the credit belongs to you.

A knight must not indulge in undeserved praise or false glory.”

“I understand, Sir.”

With that, the conversation ended.

Duke resumed walking, and Ari bowed her head toward his retreating figure.

Perhaps it was just her imagination, but under the moonlight, she thought she saw his helmet nod slightly.

***

After parting ways with Ari, Duke headed to where the chieftain’s corpse lay.

It had been left undisturbed in the lobby of the former mayor’s mansion.

However, someone was already there.

“…Who are you?”

“Ah, Sir Duke. You may not know us, but we are among those who regained our freedom thanks to you.”

The group surrounding the chieftain’s body introduced themselves as former prisoners.

Seeing Duke, they brightened and greeted him warmly.

“We were guarding the body in case someone tried to take it.”

“This is the trophy of our hero—it must be protected.”

At their touching words, Duke nodded in satisfaction.

“Even mere beasts understand gratitude.

Yet, the noble intent to repay kindness does not lose its value because of that.

It is this cycle of goodwill that makes the world a better place.”

“Haha. Thank you.”

“But… aren’t you tired?”

“It’s fine. We can endure for a day for our benefactors.”

“I see. Ignoring your goodwill would be discourteous. I shall take my leave.”

Duke, seemingly satisfied, turned to leave the lobby where the chieftain’s corpse lay.

At that moment, the so-called prisoners exchanged glances.

They silently signaled to one another before quietly drawing their weapons.

One of them, armed with a bow, took aim at Duke’s back, as if nothing was amiss.

Another, positioned closer, unsheathed a sword without making a sound.

With no noise to betray his movement, the swordsman thrust his blade toward Duke’s neck.

However, just a handspan away from its target, the blade stopped.

Frozen in place, trembling, its tip refused to move forward.

The “former prisoner” holding it stared at his own sword in confusion.

Then, Duke, who had his back turned until now, slowly turned to face them.

“A knight never forgets the faces of those he has saved.”

Of course, Duke didn’t actually remember a single one of them.

But if he never remembered them in the first place, could it really be called forgetting?

In that sense, what he said wasn’t exactly a lie.

Ignoring the faint whisper of conscience in the back of his mind, Duke reached into the air.

As if responding to his gesture, the heart of one of the fake citizens—hidden inside his pocket—burst.

Recalling a line from the original story, Duke spoke.

“Even beasts understand duty and gratitude…”

In the original tale, the lord never even obtained the chieftain’s heart.

That was because Ari, in her rage, had ground the body into minced meat after the chieftain had faked death and taken an adventurer down with him.

But in this world, the chieftain’s body was mostly intact, allowing Duke to predict the lord’s next move.

“It seems that the lord’s dogs are even lower than beasts.”

With those words, Duke, who had lowered his rank before entering the mansion, raised it once more.


This time, to Rank 7.

One of the impostors gasped for breath and collapsed.

Duke paid him no mind as he finished his line.

“I shall not grant you the honor of holding a sword.”

With that, he clenched his fist in the air.



 
  Chapter 21 : Victory Celebration Party (1)


The morning sun rose, and though unfamiliar corpses had increased beside the chieftain’s body, no one noticed anything strange.

“Could they be the remains of what the chieftain had eaten?”

“Who knows? Still, if we leave them like this, they might turn into undead, so let’s cremate them.”

Perhaps it was fortunate in a way—they received a burial far more extravagant than their actions deserved.

Thus, Duke’s unseen hand restored order without anyone realizing it.

The expedition team welcomed a peaceful morning.

“What should we do about the prisoners?”

At a certain adventurer’s question, Ari stepped in to explain the next steps in place of Rex.

“Moving everyone at once would be difficult, but we passed by a nearby village on the way here. You can stay there.”

There was no concern about finances, as that had already been discussed in advance with a senior knight.

Listening to Rex’s plan, Duke was excited, noting that this part was the same as the original story.

‘In the original, only half of them were saved.’

In the original, there had been no rescue or assault teams.

Because of that, when the demons realized their chieftain had been assassinated, they, in their despair, had devoured the prisoners, leaving only half of them alive.

Rex’s primary objective had been the assassination of the Fourth-Rank Demon, so the operation had technically been a success.

However, it had always been an episode that left an uncomfortable feeling.

Now, with the mission a complete success compared to the original, Duke nodded in satisfaction—when suddenly, a young girl approached him.

“Sir Knight!”

At her small voice, Duke had to lower his head even further than usual.

“What is it?”

His voice maintained its usual depth and dignity, but his tone was softer than usual.

‘No matter how much I play a character, I can’t scare a kid.’

Rex, Ari, and even the adventurers with Duke were all shocked by his change in tone, but Duke didn’t care.

The girl, seemingly lacking a clear image of what a knight should be like, beamed as she stretched out her hand.

As Duke silently observed her smile, she cheerfully pulled out a red flower ornament from her pocket.

“Sir Knight! My mom and I made this flower!”

At her words, Duke briefly lifted his head.

Fortunately, her mother was among the prisoners—a woman who was clearly hesitant, as if wanting to stop her daughter but too afraid to act.

But Duke had a different impression.

‘At least I don’t have to worry about saying the wrong thing.’

If the conversation had taken a different turn, he could’ve accidentally blundered into an awkward situation.

There was still a chance of that happening, but not as much as he had initially feared.

He raised his hand slightly, signaling reassurance to the mother, before focusing back on the girl.

She smiled brightly, tiptoeing as she held up the flower.

“Here! I’ll give this to you, Sir Knight!”

Duke silently gazed at the handmade flower.

It was a red camellia, seemingly crafted through some form of knitting.

Compared to an artisan’s meticulously crafted ornament, it was crude, but that wasn’t what mattered.

Maintaining his silence, Duke took a step back from the girl.

And then, he did something that no one present could have imagined.

Srrk.

Duke knelt before the girl, so deeply that the edge of his cape touched the muddy ground.

“Huh?!”

Duke wondered who had gasped, but in this situation, he couldn’t turn his head.

He could only focus on the girl in front of him.

The girl tilted her head, seemingly not yet understanding Duke’s actions.

Duke spoke to her in a slightly softer voice.

“Child, would you pin that medal on my cloak?”

Realizing what he meant, the girl beamed.

“Yes!”

With an innocent and radiant smile, she pinned the red camellia decoration onto the left side of Duke’s chest.

She smiled brightly.

“It looks pretty!”

“I will treasure it.”

Duke took off his glove, gently patted the girl’s head, and sent her back to her mother.

When he returned to his companions, Ari glanced at his cloak with concern.

“It will take a few days before we find a place to wash it. Will you be okay?”

She was clearly referring to the mud-stained hem of his cloak.

But Duke paid it no mind.

“A knight’s true medals are worn-out boots and a dirtied cloak. Pay it no heed.”

Hearing those words, Ari admired him, thinking, As expected…!

The other adventurers nearby were equally impressed.

“Ugh…!”

Some of them even clutched their chests, overwhelmed by a lethal dose of romanticism, and collapsed.

As admiration gathered around the camellia ornament, Duke proudly puffed out his chest.

Then, in the distance, he spotted the young girl waving brightly from the group of prisoners.

“Sir Knight! I’ll grow up and become a knight too!”

Duke saluted the pure-hearted girl and thought to himself,

Hmph.

I might’ve let those demon bastards die too easily.

***

On the road back to the capital of the territory.

Inside the carriage, Duke sharpened his hearing to eavesdrop on the adventurers’ conversation.

“I’m telling you, it was like—shwooosh! Bam! The demons were wiped out just like that!”

“Did you really have to witness that firsthand?!”

Listening to their chatter, Duke’s lips beneath his helmet curled into a smile that wouldn’t fade.

Yes, spread my tales further.

This was precisely why he had deliberately included a few adventurer parties in the assault team.

Someone needed to witness his overwhelming power for the legend to spread.


(Of course, he had told Rex that it was just a precautionary measure to provide combat support and prepare a reserve force.)

A legend worthy of the “Empire’s Sword,” the final boss, was being crafted piece by piece.

And so, as they made their way back to the capital, Duke drifted into a brief slumber, using his own exploits as a lullaby.

***

Over the next few days, they safely delivered the prisoners to a nearby village, returned to the capital, received their rewards, and spent some time reconnecting with their fellow adventurers.

Then, one day, as Rex was handling various matters, a letter arrived.

[The lord has invited us to a banquet. It’s a gesture of gratitude for rescuing the citizens.]

Four invitation cards were enclosed in the envelope.

As Ari and Duke read Rex’s message, their thoughts took very different directions.

“At last, Lord Rex is being recognized and rising in status!”

“That old bastard is finally going off the deep end.”

Duke could easily guess the lord’s intentions from the letter.

His carefully raised demon had been slain, and he hadn’t even managed to retrieve the heart.

Now, blinded by rage, he must have lost all reason.

He was nearing the end of his lifespan anyway—this must be his desperate attempt to do something about Rex while he still could.

That was the same reason he held the banquet in the original story, too.

Since this event had also happened in the original, Duke had already anticipated it.

However, the count was in for an unfortunate surprise.

Rex isn’t called “the king of misunderstandings” for nothing.

In the original, Rex had somehow survived the banquet.

The count had planned to poison Rex’s wine to weaken him before launching an assassination attempt.

But Rex, believing that “superhumans are weak to alcohol,” simply refused to drink.

To make things worse, he had randomly invited another lord to the banquet, which completely blocked any plans of overwhelming him with the count’s retainers.

“Who would believe that a superhuman is weak to alcohol? Or that he just happened to invite another noble while wandering around?”

Of course, to an outsider, it looked like the Count had been completely outmaneuvered and was playing into Rex’s hands.

Naturally, all of this had happened without Rex even realizing it.

And so, the party ended up being an event that only added to the already balding Count’s stress-induced hair loss.

‘Well, there’s no need to interfere. I can just enjoy the party and leave.’

Besides, with Duke around this time, any underhanded schemes would likely be restricted.

Having finished his thoughts, Duke casually suggested to Rex,

“It would be best to get a formal suit tailored before the party.”

Naturally, Rex recoiled in horror.

For a reclusive homebody, the idea of going out just to get fitted for clothes was pure torture.

[Can’t we do it tomorrow?]

Of course not.

Having long adapted to Rex’s personality, Ari forcefully dragged him out of his room.

“Let’s go get it done now, Master.”

The way she slung Rex over her shoulder and carried him to the tailor’s shop looked suspiciously like a kidnapping, but surely that was just an illusion.

And so, Duke accompanied them to the shop they had become regulars at.

Ding-ling.

The bell rang as they entered, and a warm-looking dwarf woman greeted them.

“Welcome. How can I help you today?”

“We came to get some suits tailored,” Duke replied on behalf of the group.

At his words, the shop owner hesitated, looking troubled.

“Oh dear, if you’re looking to purchase ready-made clothes, that’s fine, but I’m afraid I can’t take custom orders today.”

“Hmm? Why is that?”

“There’s someone who made a reservation before you.”

“I see.”

If Duke had been an ordinary knight in this world, he might have thrown a tantrum about being made to wait for someone else.

But he was different.

“Understood. We’ll return tomorrow, then.”

The shop owner knew Duke’s personality well enough by now, so she had no trouble responding.

Duke turned to leave with Ari, who looked disappointed, and Rex, who looked relieved.

However, just before he could reach the door, the bell rang again.

“I’ve been expecting you! Welcome!”

The shop owner greeted the new customer in an excited, high-pitched tone.

Duke turned to see who had entered.

As he laid eyes on the figure before him, the shop owner’s voice seemed to slow down.

Black bobbed hair and obsidian-like eyes.

It was the woman Duke had been longing to meet.

And just like Duke, the woman who entered also seemed to exist in a slowed-down world.

“You are…”

“Sir…”

Duke and the woman—Hana—spoke at the same time.

Both hesitated, waiting for the other to continue.

Realizing that they had both yielded, they opened their mouths simultaneously once more.

“It’s been a while.”

“I didn’t expect to meet you here.”

Noticing their words had overlapped again, they both let out a soft chuckle.

A knight so exemplary he seemed devoid of humanity, and a queen so perfect she felt unapproachable—watching them exchange such a natural and human interaction left their respective companions in shock.

‘I didn’t know they had this side to them.’

While their companions processed their surprise, Duke and Hana continued their conversation.

“What brings you here, Sir?”

“I came to get clothes tailored for my companions.”

Duke subtly stepped aside, revealing his party.

Hana immediately recognized the two standing behind him as his lord and his attendant.

“My apologies for the delay. It was a pleasure seeing a familiar face. May I introduce myself?”

Rex nodded.

“I am Lord Sneria, the ruler of a territory located east of this region.”

Duke instinctively let out a small sigh of relief upon hearing Hana introduce herself properly, addressing Rex with respect.

Then, realizing his reaction, he stiffened.

‘Was I… jealous just now?’

Duke was momentarily flustered but quickly accepted it.

So what if he was jealous?

Meanwhile, having finished exchanging introductions with the rest of the group, Hana turned her gaze back to Duke.

With a soft smile she would never show to her retainers, she asked,

“Sir, would you care to have your suits tailored together with us?”

Behind Duke, Rex frantically shook his head at 250Hz, but Duke ignored him and nodded.

“I will gladly accept your offer.”

Aaaaaaagh—

The sound of Rex melting into a puddle like a defeated slime echoed behind him, but Duke couldn’t care less.

***

As the two groups had their outfits tailored, they engaged in conversation.

“Duke and I first met when…”

“Heh. I see.”

Most of the conversation was between Ari and Hana.

Duke, due to his composed image, limited himself to appropriate reactions rather than idle chatter.

And Rex… simply wasn’t capable of holding a conversation.

As a result, Hana quickly became friendly with Ari.

After a while, she attempted to break the ice with Rex as well.

To start, she suggested they drop formal speech.

“Rex, there’s no need to use honorifics with me.”

If Duke spoke informally to Hana, then it would have been natural for Rex, Duke’s lord, to do the same.

However—

“No, no, no, no way.”

Rex shook his head with all his might, radiating an aura that made it clear he outright refused.

And so, Hana spoke formally to Duke, Duke spoke formally to Rex, and Rex spoke formally to Hana—creating a bizarre, unprecedented hierarchy of speech.

Ari and the retainers were bewildered by this strange dynamic, but the people involved carried on their conversation without a care.

“But tell me, Rex, what do you think a ruler’s duty is?”

At that moment, she brought up a question she had pondered for a long time.

What kind of ideology did the lord whom Duke served hold?

Though Rex hesitated in his response, he eventually managed to answer.

“I… think a ruler is someone who takes responsibility for the power they’re given.”

Hana’s face brightened as she agreed with Rex’s words.

However, Duke, listening to their conversation, thought differently.

‘It’s subtly different.’

Rex did not want to sit on a throne because he believed rulers must bear responsibility.

Conversely, Hana held onto her position because she believed she was the only one capable of fulfilling that responsibility.

And yet—

‘Ironically, Rex would make a better ruler than Hana.’

To put it bluntly, she lacked the capability to achieve her ideals as a ruler.

Of course, her personality was upright, and her skills were exceptional by the world’s standards.

But when it came to realizing her vision, her abilities were still at a medieval level.

With no precedents for welfare policies or reinvestment, she had to invent everything from scratch, facing opposition from all sides.

Worse yet, she had to forsake her strength as a lord to pursue these goals.

‘Rex, on the other hand, could balance both.’

In comparison, Rex’s administrative abilities were leagues above hers.

He didn’t just manage a territory—his governance extended to the scale of a kingdom, even an empire.

Comparing the two was simply absurd.

‘Her dreams are noble, but reality is cruel.’

Watching Hana delight in meeting someone who shared her ideology, Duke let out a bitter smile.

***

Once their conversation ended, Duke called out to her.

“What is it, Sir?”

Duke hesitated as he looked at her face but soon made up his mind.

‘Well, this much deviation should be fine.’

In the original story, the lord invited to Rex’s party from another territory was none other than Hana.

Back then, Rex had pitied the fact that a noble like her had been excluded from such gatherings, almost as if she were being ostracized.

Out of sympathy, he had transferred his invitation to her.

However, Duke decided to make a small change in this world.

“Would you be able to make time next week?”

“Huh?”

“The Lord of Karrognar has invited me and my lord to a gathering. I have one extra invitation for a partner, and you came to mind.”

“Why would you…?”

Duke recalled a phrase she often used in the original story and spoke.

“In the East, there’s a saying: the first time is chance, the second is fate, and the third is destiny.”

Hana inhaled sharply at his words.

Duke pulled an envelope from within his cloak.

“Would you do me the honor of escorting you?”

Hana nodded and accepted the envelope from him.

***

As Duke watched her shyly receive the invitation, he reflected on what he had just said.

The first was chance.

‘We met by chance in this territory.’

The second was fate.

‘We inevitably crossed paths at the clothing shop.’

The third is destiny.

‘I’ll create that at the party, heheh.’

While he was lost in his own thoughts, Hana’s perspective was slightly different.

‘The first was on the battlefield.’

‘The second was in this territory.’

‘Then… this time is—!’

If she had been a beastkin, her tail would have been wagging like a propeller by now.

And so, both of them, harboring different thoughts, smiled at each other.


There was a subtle misunderstanding between them, but such things were common in everyday life.

And yet, that slight discrepancy was of no concern to either of them.

‘Destiny is something I carve out myself.’

‘That phrase… Could this really be fate?’

In the end, when viewed from a distance, the difference was almost insignificant.
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The Victory Celebration Party Hosted by Count Karrognar.

A banquet held to honor the hero who liberated a city occupied by demons and saved the beloved citizens of the territory.

Even if people doubted the first part, no one believed that the latter was the count’s genuine sentiment.

[I’m nervous.]

Inside the carriage heading toward the count’s mansion, Rex sent his 200th message of the day to his retainers.

However, Duke had long since turned off his message function, and A was so deeply infatuated that she would always console Rex whenever this happened.

“It’s okay, Lord Rex. I’ll take the lead.”

Duke, uninterested in their blatant display of affection, simply meditated inside the carriage.

‘I wonder what kind of party dress outfit it’ll be this time.’

Although his mind was filled with slightly improper thoughts, it was meditation nonetheless.

With each person carrying their own dreams, the carriage soon arrived at the count’s mansion.

After verifying their identities and invitations, the group attempted to enter the ballroom.

However, an unexpected individual was stopped at the entrance.

“Sir, please adhere to the dress code.”

A knight guarding the entrance blocked Duke’s path.

The reason why only Duke was stopped among the group was clear—while everyone else was dressed in party attire, Duke was clad in his usual helmet and military uniform.

His appearance practically screamed that he was hiding a weapon under his cloak, making it difficult for even Rex to defend him.

“Duke. I told you this would happen.”

“How dare you doubt Sir Duke? If he truly had such intentions, then you lot would be—mmph!”

Rex quickly covered A’s mouth, as she had been acting strangely lately, and glanced at Duke to gauge his reaction.

The Duke Rex knew could be a bit extreme at times, but he fundamentally respected common sense.

Even Rex found it hard to understand why he insisted on attending a party in such attire.

However, Duke had his own rational justification.

“A soldier’s uniform is not bound by location. The same applies to my sword. Has this territory’s customs changed without my knowledge?”

Duke’s counter-question left the entrance guard flustered, prompting him to glance at his fellow knight for support.

The knight beside him shook his head, indicating he had no idea.

Knights were essentially strong brutes, but that didn’t mean they lacked etiquette altogether.

However, in this particular knightly order—filled with idiots who couldn’t even do basic math—those who studied etiquette were rare.

Thus, even if Duke claimed that his military attire did not violate protocol, there was no one there capable of verifying it.

That being said, in this case, the knights were actually in the right.

Duke was the one being unreasonable.

However, etiquette is ultimately a matter of perception and social agreements.

Just as in an absolute monarchy, whatever the king declared as noble etiquette became the standard, if a knight straight out of a fairy tale insisted that something was proper etiquette, it would be considered so.

Sensing that his argument might not be accepted, Duke brought out a prepared statement.

“The Empire held banquets for knights returning from war. In honor of their service, they were permitted to wear their military uniforms in the banquet hall. Am I mistaken?”

Bringing up imperial etiquette left the knights speechless.

Of course, they weren’t standing in the Empire but in the Kingdom of Esirique, specifically within Count Karrognar’s domain.

One could argue that citing imperial customs in this setting was irrelevant, but given that this region adopted imperial traditions to justify discrimination against Ains, disregarding such etiquette was not an option either.

In the end, the knights had no choice but to concede to Duke’s reasoning.

“…Understood, Sir Duke. However, may we speak with the lord regarding this matter?”

Duke agreed without hesitation.

The knights immediately reported the situation to the count, who responded with one condition.

“My apologies, Sir Duke. If you are carrying any weapons, please surrender them.”

Duke was currently not carrying any weapons on his person.

Yet, being asked to surrender his weapons implied that the count was aware of Duke’s subspace magic.

Being told to retrieve weapons stored in his subspace could be interpreted as a deliberate provocation, depending on the person.

The knight who had relayed the count’s order was well aware of this and was now sweating nervously as he gauged Duke’s reaction.

Duke couldn’t help but feel pity for the poor knight.

‘Middle management truly has it rough.’

Rather than being stuck in an awkward mid-tier position, it was far better to be a second-in-command, only needing to be mindful of a single superior.

With that thought in mind, Duke handed over his greatsword to the unfortunate knight.

‘I have plenty of other weapons in my subspace anyway.’

“Urk!”

The moment Duke’s massive greatsword landed in the knight’s hands, he stumbled forward, unable to withstand the sheer weight.

Before the knight could fall flat on his chin, Duke used telekinesis to catch him.

“My apologies. I lacked consideration.”

That was a lie.

Duke had deliberately handed the weapon to the largest-looking knight, expecting this exact outcome.

When presented with the opportunity to showcase his physical prowess indirectly, there was no reason for Duke to decline.

Watching the knights struggle to carry his greatsword, Duke smiled in satisfaction.

***

After a brief scuffle at the entrance, Duke’s party finally entered the ballroom.

“Wow…”

Rex, who had a commoner’s background, looked around in awe, clearly fascinated by the grandeur of the venue.

“Hmm…”

A, on the other hand, scrutinized the banquet hall with evident dissatisfaction.

As for Duke…

“Hmmm.”

‘Ah, everything looks delicious. If only I weren’t maintaining my Duke persona, I’d be eating to my heart’s content.’

Duke swallowed his saliva.

Maintaining his massive physique required a substantial caloric intake.

Moreover, when no one was watching, Duke tended to indulge in his desires freely.

In truth, his appetite was greater than most.

And yet, he refrained from touching the banquet food.

‘Eating sloppily while wearing a helmet would be disgraceful.’

For the sake of maintaining the image of “Duke,” he suppressed his growing hunger.

[Duke, aren’t you going to eat?]

“You should eat as well, Sir.”

Despite their encouragement, Duke solemnly refused.


“I prefer to focus on protecting Lord Rex.”

“My apologies, Sir. That was thoughtless of me…”

“No, not at all. You are here as Lord Rex’s escort. Each of us is merely fulfilling our respective duties, so there is nothing to apologize for.”

While Duke simply observed the food, Count Karrognar unexpectedly sent him a glass of wine.

It was a gesture meant to show consideration for knights who remained vigilant at banquets, offering them something to wet their throats.

This practice had emerged because transcendents were fundamentally immune to intoxication.

Duke gazed at the wine.

‘Could it be poisoned?’

There was no way to tell at a glance.

However, one thing was certain—this wine was originally meant for Rex, yet it had been redirected to Duke.

‘Well… if it’s poisoned, I’ll just drink it anyway.’

Rather than worrying, he found the idea of crushing the count’s confidence amusing.

Thus, Duke accepted the wine.

Pop.

As the servant poured the wine into a glass, Duke picked it up.

The moment he did, everyone’s attention fixated on his helmet.

Even A, her eyes bloodshot, stared intently at his face.

‘Come to think of it, she’s never seen my face either.’

When they first met, he had already been wearing his helmet.

However, Duke had no intention of satisfying her curiosity—or that of anyone else in the hall.

‘Sorry, but I won’t reveal my face so easily.’

His helmet had been designed precisely for situations like this.

Clack.

Responding to his magic, the lower part of Duke’s helmet opened.

However, due to an enchantment, shadows obscured his face, keeping it hidden.

“Aah…”

The crowd let out a collective sigh of disappointment.

Using their reactions as an accompaniment, Duke took a sip of the wine.

‘It’s too soon to expose my identity.’

There was no way he would let his aura of mystery crumble so easily.

Maintaining his dignity to the very end, Duke emptied his wineglass without leaving a single drop.

‘As for the poison… I can’t tell.’

His tongue lacked the ability to detect toxins.

Not that it mattered, considering he had ingested far more potent poisons and elixirs before.

Just in case, Duke glanced toward Count Karrognar.

Tsk.

For the briefest moment, the count clicked his tongue.

‘So he did poison it.’

Duke smirked, having confirmed his suspicion from the count’s reaction.

Since simply letting this slide would be dull, he decided to send a message of gratitude to the count through a servant.

“Exquisite flavor. The wine of Count Karrognar’s domain has a particularly charming bitterness at the end.”

Of course, it was a taunt.

For a wine’s aftertaste to be bitter, it had to either be cheap or tampered with.

Either interpretation was an insult.

Crash!

Duke watched in satisfaction as the count shattered his wineglass.

‘That should be enough.’

Any further, and the man might start throwing chairs.

Having executed the perfect taunt, Duke leaned back and folded his arms, waiting for the banquet to continue.

Before long, music filled the hall.

‘Oh? Is it time for dancing?’

As the melody played, the count’s vassals took to the floor with their lovers or concubines.

Clearly familiar with this custom, A gracefully rose from her seat.

“Master, let’s dance.”

“Huh?”

Rex intended to refuse, but there was no way he could resist her strength.

He was dragged to the center of the banquet hall, where he began dancing with her.

Fortunately, thanks to his time at the academy, Rex had learned how to dance to the music.

However, just because he had learned it didn’t mean he was good at it.

“Ack. Sorry.”

He couldn’t keep up with Ari’s tempo and kept stepping on her feet.

But she simply smiled as if she found his clumsiness endearing and patiently guided him.

‘Ah, how youthful.’

Duke watched the two with a warm gaze.

Then, he noticed some of the Count’s retainers mocking them.

Since they couldn’t criticize Rex through physical strength, they instead sneered at his lack of refinement.

Duke’s expression hardened.

‘I remember all your faces, you bastards.’

He was already making a list of people to deal with once he conquered this territory.

***

As the two continued their budding romance, Duke quietly checked his watch.

‘It’s about time for Hana to arrive.’

And as if on cue, the entrance suddenly grew noisy.

‘She’s here.’

The Count’s retainers were understandably flustered.

They had only invited Rex’s party and their own close associates, yet now, the lord of a neighboring territory had arrived.

However, they couldn’t simply turn away someone holding an invitation.

“Presenting Viscount Sneria!”

In the end, the Count had no choice but to allow her entry.

‘There goes his last plan.’

Originally, the Count had planned to ambush Rex with knights and assassins once the ball reached its peak.

But with the arrival of Yoo Hana, he had no choice but to abandon that plan.

Even for the Count, facing both Rex and Hana at the same time was far too risky.

As proof, his retainers and servants were now scrambling about in a flurry.

‘Looks like I can relax and enjoy myself now.’

Duke shifted his gaze away from the Count’s faction and turned toward the entrance.

Finally, the person he had been waiting for arrived.

And when he saw what she was wearing…

‘Huh?’

He couldn’t hide his surprise.

The Hana he knew was the type to wear a military uniform to parties.

A clear statement that she had no interest in any man.

Yet now…

‘Why is she wearing a party dress?’

Duke had never seen her in one before.

Of course, it wasn’t a revealing dress that exposed her back or emphasized her cleavage.

The color was a deep, dark shade, like a raven’s feathers.

But without a doubt, it was a party dress.

If he had to compare it to something…

‘A black swan.’

It seemed the other guests shared the same impression, as they couldn’t take their eyes off her.

The elegant black swan entered the hall, accompanied by a single female knight.

She glanced around before spotting Duke and quickly walking toward him.

“I apologize. It took me longer than expected since it was my first time applying makeup.”

Hana was known for rarely wearing makeup and not keeping personal maids.

So it made sense that it took longer when she actually tried.

‘She probably didn’t do it alone. Was it that knight’s work?’

Duke subtly gave a mental thumbs-up to the knight standing proudly behind Hana.

As Duke was absorbed in these thoughts, Hana’s face flushed slightly, and she extended her hand.

“Sir Duke, would you grant me this dance?”

The female knight’s face twisted in shock.

‘The queen… is asking someone to dance!?’

Hana did host a banquet in her territory about once a year, but she was famous for simply sitting in her seat and gazing out the window.

For her to be the one to initiate a dance?

Even her own knight couldn’t believe it.

Duke looked down at her shyly extended hand.

After a brief silence, he spoke.

“I don’t know how to dance. Are you sure?”

“I will match your pace.”

Duke quietly nodded, then removed his cloak and formal coat, tossing them into his subspace.

For a brief moment, Hana’s gaze lingered on his solid physique, now visible beneath his white dress shirt.

Duke, too, was completely absorbed in her dress, and thus failed to notice her staring.

“It would be my honor.”

“The honor is mine as well.”

Duke took her hand and began to move his feet.

He didn’t know much about dancing to music.

But there was one thing he was absolutely confident in—

Distance control.

With his overwhelming agility and battle experience, he could instinctively adjust their spacing, ensuring he didn’t step on her feet while maintaining the perfect distance.

Hana was similar.

She didn’t know much about dancing either, but she was well-versed in expressing emotions through her body.

More importantly, as someone who had observed and mimicked Duke’s fighting style from afar, she was already familiar with his rhythm.

As a result, before they realized it, their dance had begun to dominate the ballroom.

“Wow…”

At first, it was just a careful exchange of steps, maintaining the right distance.

But as they grew accustomed to each other’s movements, they slowly began incorporating small spins and flourishes.

Before long, their previously restrained movements became more intense and passionate.

“Damn. It’s like watching The Demon King and the Black Swan.”

One of the retainers muttered the name of an opera, and soon, others in the ballroom began sharing the same impression.

Duke—the pillar of the dance, exuding solemnity and precise control.

Hana—not particularly extravagant or technically skilled, yet displaying an honest and natural elegance.

This was how the spectators viewed them.

Of course, no matter how much they tried to analyze the dance with fancy words, the truth was simple—when an attractive man and woman danced together, it created a beautiful scene no matter what.

Even if the two had been performing modern dance, the sheer image of them together would have garnered praise in some form.

But for Duke and Hana, the opinions of those around them didn’t matter in the slightest.

“Sir Duke.”

“It’s about to end.”

As the music began to fade, their gazes met.

Placing her trust in Duke, Hana did something she had never even considered before.

She rested a hand on his shoulder and leaned her upper body slightly backward.

Duke, in turn, slid his hand from her back down to her waist, supporting her.

Truthfully, neither of them knew if this was the proper way to conclude the dance.

But that didn’t matter.

What mattered was that they had confirmed something within each other’s hearts.

As the dance ended, she murmured in a voice only Duke could hear.

“I was merely a grain of sand on the shore, yet I spent my whole life yearning to shine like the stars. And today, at last, I was able to make my existence known to a star.”

Duke silently absorbed her words before responding with his own honest thoughts.

“Did you know? While you look up at the sky and call those shining beings stars, the grains of sand in that sky are looking back at you… and calling you a star as well.”


After all, stars were relative.

As Duke silently praised himself for managing to come up with such a line on the spot, he studied her expression.

But he couldn’t see her face.

“I’m sorry, Sir Duke. Can we stop here for today?”

She had lowered her head, revealing only the top of it.



 
  Chapter 23 : Victory Celebration Party (3)


After the ball ended, Duke and his party returned to the carriage.

“Sir, please be careful.”

Before parting ways with Duke, Hana warned him.

Duke responded with an answer that seemed somewhat out of place in the context.

“I am one who finds the sound of clashing convictions beautiful. So, do not worry and fulfill your role.”

Hana pondered over the meaning of his profound words for a moment before responding with a smile.

“Thank you for your consideration, Sir.”

“Hmm. I look forward to seeing you again soon.”

Though Duke had originally spoken to Hana in a more casual tone, the meaning behind his sudden change in speech was something only the two of them understood.

With that, Duke brought an end to his dream-like time with Hana and prepared to return to the inn.

However, all dreams must eventually come to an end.

Just before their carriage reached the inn, the situation took a drastic turn.

“Duke! Ari! The citizens! The citizens!!”

The very citizens Rex had saved a few days ago were now under attack by knights.

***

A desperate person is capable of anything.

Humans, by nature, are far from rational beings, and those with nothing left to lose can become even more wretched.

“Rex… You bastard…! You bastard…!!”

After the banquet ended, the old count sat alone in his office, seething with rage.

His plan to kill Rex during the banquet and seize his power had failed spectacularly.

Rex had not consumed the poison, and with the unexpected arrival of a neighboring lord at the party, assassination became impossible.

For a moment, the count had even considered launching a direct attack during the event, but he ultimately abandoned the idea.

‘They say it was his maid who defeated that demon.’

That meant Rex’s maid was also a monster at the fourth rank.

Adding Duke, the knight, into the equation, even if the count mobilized all of his city’s forces, victory was uncertain.

‘And that woman…’

The biggest problem of all was the Lord of Sneria.

Although she was only fourth rank, she was not someone to be underestimated.

If that were the case, her territory would have been invaded long ago.

To the count, the Viscount of Sneria was an enigma.

She pursued meaningless justice, upheld etiquette, and adhered strictly to contracts that were nothing more than pieces of paper.

If he were to attack Rex in front of her…

‘That woman would side with him.’

Attacking a guest after inviting them to a party would go against her sense of justice.

For that reason, the count had abandoned the idea of assassination.

If she joined forces with Rex, his chances of victory would be nonexistent.

— Do I really need to be so obsessed with him?

A sliver of rationality surfaced in the count’s mind, halting his train of thought.

But the grim reaper of time, pressing ever closer, quickly silenced that reason once more.

‘I cannot die like this.’

His fingertips trembled even more severely than they had a month ago, and his heart began to beat faster.

Judging by the rapid progression of his symptoms, he didn’t have much time left.

“Time. I’m running out of time.”

If he had obtained the heart of that demon, he wouldn’t have been so fixated on Rex.

He could have fed the heart to another demon and then killed that demon instead.

But now that even the heart was gone, the only things occupying the count’s mind were emotion and fury.

He recalled the way Rex had smiled at his maid as if he knew nothing.

‘Fine. If that’s how you want to play it, I’ll use that woman against you.’

The count pictured the face of the Viscount of Sneria.

He didn’t know what tricks Rex had pulled, but that woman’s sudden and oblivious appearance at the party was utterly detestable.

But on the other hand, this was an opportunity for the count.

‘She will honor the contract.’

He recalled the recent military agreement he had signed with her.

The agreement stated that if one side was attacked, the other would provide support.

However, there were no territories in the vicinity capable of invading the count’s land.

In other words, it was essentially a one-sided protection pact.

The count had signed it under false pretenses, aiming to gain access to the luxury goods produced in her territory.

But at this moment, for the first time, that useless piece of paper felt valuable.

‘If Rex attacks me, that woman will have no choice but to assist me.’

Regardless of Rex’s circumstances, the woman was a ruler before anything else.

She would undoubtedly take the count’s side.

‘Then this is what I must do.’

A way to provoke Rex into attacking him immediately came to mind.

According to reports, Rex had an unusual attachment to insignificant things—an odd trait for someone of his caliber.

If that was the case…

‘Since you destroyed what was precious to me, it’s only fair that you feel that pain as well.’

The count smirked.

He was certain Rex would take the bait.

***

“Duke! Ari! The citizens! The citizens!!”

Rex’s sudden outburst caught them off guard.

It was so urgent that he had spoken aloud instead of sending a message as he usually did.

“What’s happening, Master?!”

Ari responded urgently, demanding an explanation.

However, Duke remained composed as usual.

Rex cast a glance at the knight’s unreadable helmet before refocusing on the interface before him.

“The citizens are under attack!”

Ari immediately recognized who the citizens Rex was talking about were.

They were the ones rescued from the city ruled by demons and temporarily staying in a nearby village.


“Who are they?!”

Her reaction was dramatic, as she felt just as responsible for them as Rex did.

In contrast, Duke remained silent.

The conversation continued solely between Ari and Rex.

“I don’t know! They seem like bandits… but I’m not sure.”

Since no proper contract had been made with the citizens, their location only appeared as a dot on the map.

Rex could only deduce the situation from the red dots surrounding the green ones.

Ari, who had received a shared view of the minimap, also showed her impatience amidst the glowing firefly spirits before her.

“What do we do? Even if we start riding now, it would take three days!”

“There must be a faster way…”

At Rex’s muttering, both of them turned their gazes toward Duke in unison.

“A faster way…”

“A method…”

Perhaps this was why he had been acting strangely composed.

With a sense of anticipation, they both stared at Duke.

Responding to their gaze, Duke finally spoke.

“I can get us there.”

“Knew it!”

“My lord!”

“But I won’t.”

“Why?!”

“Why not?!”

Duke found their reactions amusing and was tempted to tease them further, but he decided against it—any more, and he might actually get hit.

Instead of explaining, he walked toward the nearest stable.

“Let’s go first. I’ll explain along the way.”

***

Three days passed.

After a peaceful journey filled with the usual bandit skirmishes—now practically a routine meet-and-greet—the group finally arrived at the village.

There, Rex was greeted by an unexpected yet familiar (?) sight.

“We’ve been waiting for you, my lord! Our liege!”

About 300 knights stood at attention, saluting Rex in unison, creating a truly overwhelming spectacle.

“Uhh…”

Being called “my lord” in front of a crowd made Rex visibly stagger, but regardless, these were familiar faces.

The Jormungand Order of Knights.

Once dispersed throughout the land in service of Rex, they had now gathered again in this village.

“It’s an honor to meet you for the first time, Lord Rex.”

And, for some reason, there was also an unknown group standing behind them.

Feeling an impending headache, Rex demanded an explanation.

[What… exactly is going on… here?]

In response, the squad leaders proudly listed their achievements.

“We have rescued those who were unjustly enslaved in this domain.”

“Over the past few months, we have been spreading the greatness of Lord Rex—”

“We have successfully brainwa— I mean, educated them.”

Rex’s jaw dropped.

He had looked away for just a moment, and now the number of people he had to take responsibility for had grown from 300 to over a thousand.

He turned to Duke with eyes full of questioning despair.

Duke, fully understanding Rex’s turmoil, feigned ignorance and instead proudly stated:

“My lord, I believe this is the moment to commend your subordinates for their hard work.”

You crazy bastard.

Rex’s gaze seemed to scream those exact words.

Of course, Duke continued to play dumb.

‘Ah, I should’ve told him how to track down slave traders.’

For someone supposedly the protagonist of a power fantasy, leaving command to others and focusing only on adventuring had its price.

And that price had grown quite substantial.

But Rex saw things differently.

‘Damn skill!’

Duke Erwik

[Skill]——<

<Rex Carnifex>

Also affects vassals to some extent!

Even his status window seemed to be mocking him.

After that, Rex made contracts with the additional 700 people.

He had no desire to witness a grand, thousand-man synchronized salute.

Having barely gotten through that overwhelming moment, Rex finally returned to the main issue.

[But why are all of you here?]

In response to Rex’s question, the first squad leader—no, now a company commander—who was a dark elf, stepped forward and answered.

“Your Excellency gave the order. There were ruffians who dared to threaten the common folk resting under your shadow. So, we came ahead of time to greet them.”

Rex and Ari both turned their gazes toward Duke’s helmet.

‘Well? Am I not amazing?’

Duke had deliberately positioned himself where the sunlight would highlight him, standing slightly puffed up with pride.

This was why he had remained so relaxed all this time.

Already aware of the count’s next move, Duke had gathered the knights in the village before the situation even unfolded.

By the time Rex and the group arrived, the mysterious red dots attacking the citizens had already disappeared without a trace.

“How did you know?”

Ari’s question prompted Duke to finally explain what had happened.

The unknown group found near the chieftain’s corpse in the demon city,the personal investigation he had been conducting on the count,and the reports he received from squad leaders every evening.

By piecing everything together, he had deduced the count’s objective.

“Once you know the goal, predicting the moves isn’t that difficult.”

Of course, his “knowledge” was largely thanks to the original story, but Duke had abandoned things like conscience some 200 years ago, so he didn’t care.

‘I couldn’t let the citizens we rescued fall into his hands.’

Duke had planned a perfect victory against the count.

He had to deny that old man everything—right down to the very end.

Having finished his explanation, Duke glanced at Rex, waiting for his reaction.

And as expected, Rex’s response wasn’t far from what Duke had anticipated.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“I wasn’t certain until this attack happened.”

Duke’s reasoning was sound.

The decisive proof had only come when the attackers turned out to be knights from another city, acting under the count’s orders.

Previously, the suspicions had only been circumstantial—there hadn’t been enough concrete evidence to definitively call the count the mastermind.

Understanding this, Rex nodded.

“That does make sense…”

It was a reasonable explanation.

Rex fell into deep thought.

Duke and the knights remained silent, waiting for him to speak again.

Especially Duke, who was particularly eager to hear Rex’s decision.

‘Now then, what will Rex do?’

In the original story, Rex had endured countless hardships that forged him into a ruler.

This village attack was a turning point where he truly resolved to become a lord.

‘Originally, he would have planned the lord’s assassination.’

Upon learning the truth about the lord, Rex had taken action.

He had realized that the knights he first commanded in the research city had been subjected to “human laundering” in this land.

He had discovered that Ari, someone he cherished, had also been a victim.

And finally, even the citizens he had saved were targeted.

The boy who had once wished to remain a mere strategist in the city ultimately resolved to become a lord—so that tragedies like these would never occur again.

But this world was different.

Many of the hardships that had shaped the original Rex had been preemptively prevented.

So, what kind of person would this Rex become?

This was a gamble for Duke.

If he miscalculated, the story’s trajectory could veer off entirely.

But he had the power to change things—how could he let his unfortunate friend suffer just for the sake of “growth”?

‘What kind of person will this world’s Rex become?’

Finally, Rex finished his contemplation and spoke.

“I’m… not someone with a grand vision.”

“But for the people who have followed me, if it’s necessary… then I have no choice.”

“Let’s bring the lord down. I won’t let any more innocent blood be shed in this land.”

At those words, a smirk formed on Duke’s lips.

‘As expected.’

Even if the world had changed, people did not.

Even without death, the sense of responsibility that lingered in Rex’s heart remained the same.

Rex was indifferent to personal insults, but when it came to those who trusted him, he took responsibility to the very end.

To Duke, this was the quality of a true ruler.

“Shameless as it is, I have a request. Please help me.”

Rex, now resolute, made his request to the knights—without a hint of hesitation in his voice.

In the original story, the only people Rex could rely on were his adventurer contacts and Ari.

But here, he had an army that followed him.

Facing their lord, making a request rather than an order, Duke knelt before him.

“My lord, do not ask us for favors. You need only give us your command.”

Behind Duke, the knights also knelt.

“Command us!!”

In no time, Rex steeled his resolve and shouted.

“I declare here and now! No more innocent blood shall be spilled on this land! Swear your loyalty if you are willing to lay down your life for me!”

As if they had been waiting for this moment, the knights rose one by one.

“First Company Commander, Hedonius. I swear upon my heart. I will establish your will upon this land.”

“Second Company Commander, Ginaria Sagas. I swear upon my blood. A true moral order shall be built on this land.”

“Third Company Commander, Remesis. I swear upon my name. I will spread your warmth across this barren land.”

Following the oaths of the three company commanders, Duke was the last to rise.

Placing a hand on his chest, he declared:

“Captain of the Jormungandr Guard, Duke Erwik. I swear here and now. Not a single enemy of my lord shall set foot on this land.”


With his oath, a light flickered on Duke’s status window.

However, Rex was too captivated by the scene before him to notice.

<Rex Carnifex> ON

“Bitcoin listing incoming.”

The direction of their loyalty was slightly different, but loyalty was loyalty nonetheless.
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Bringing Down the Lord.

Rex fully understood the weight of that statement.

But he could no longer stand by and watch the earl’s tyranny.

He could not allow the people who trusted him to continue being sacrificed.

With that principle in mind, Rex explained the operation to the knights.

“Innocent people must not be harmed.”

Even if they advanced to the capital, battles must not take place in the outer city where ordinary citizens lived.

The fighting had to be contained within the lord’s mansion and the inner city.

For this to happen, their force of roughly two thousand elite guards needed to infiltrate the inner city without being detected.

“Is it possible?”

At Rex’s question, the knights nodded without hesitation.

Thus, the operation was decided, and three days passed.

The setting had changed to the capital, where the lord resided.

On a night when the people were deep in slumber, guards in front of the inner city’s walls, divided into east, west, south, and north, fought off their drowsiness with yawns.

It was an ordinary, uneventful, and dull night.

That silence shattered in an instant as an unidentified group approached the walls.

“Who goes there?”

A soldier guarding the eastern wall pointed his spear at the approaching figures.

“Stop immediately!”

Despite the soldier’s warning, the group did not halt their advance.

In the end, the soldier urgently shouted to his comrade resting inside the watchtower.

“Alert headquarters! We have intruders!”

But there was no response from his comrade.

“What are you waiting for? Report it now!”

Even as the guard’s voice grew more desperate, no answer came.

Realizing something was wrong, the guard rushed into the watchtower.

He barged in, his heart pounding—

Fortunately, or so it seemed, his comrade was still there, perfectly intact.

Assuming he had simply fallen asleep, the guard shook his shoulder to wake him.

“There are intruders ahead! Hurry and contact headquarters!”

The man’s mouth moved wordlessly, lips parting and closing like a fish gasping for air.

“…What?”

He made no sound.

Only then did the guard realize that his own voice wasn’t reaching his ears either.

His face turned deathly pale.

“My voice…!”

“Communication and dialogue are the only means by which humanity stepped beyond the caves.”

As if answering his panicked murmurs, a voice suddenly spoke—from behind him.

His neck creaked as he slowly turned around.

A dark elf man met his eyes with a sly smile.

“It is admirable to fulfill one’s duty as a soldier. However, the ruler you follow, unfortunately, is no iron-willed leader.”

The dark elf continued, his voice smooth and composed.

“In order to ensure that your worth is not squandered… Ah, but I suppose I don’t have time to explain.”

The dark elf—First Company Commander Hedonius—let his smile fade.

“Lower your weapons. My lord does not wish for unnecessary bloodshed.”

As if in agreement, the knights behind him drew their swords, exuding a chilling aura.

The guards, their faces drained of all color, hesitantly nodded.

And so, the First Company passed through the eastern gate without making a sound.

Even with so many knights moving in unison, there was not a single clank of armor, sending a shiver down the spine of any who witnessed it.

At the front of the silent march, Hedonius muttered to himself.

“A ruler who so easily sells out his people can never inspire true loyalty unto death.”

The knights following him nodded in silent agreement.

Eastern wall infiltration complete.

***

A similar event occurred at the western gate.

However, the figure who appeared there was far less courteous than the First Company Commander.

Thud.

The guards at the entrance collapsed, their faces as pale as sheets.

Anyone familiar with the sight of spilled blood would have recognized their condition immediately—anemia.

Amidst the soldiers who had fainted from sudden blood loss, a middle-aged man with a thick, well-groomed mustache stepped forward.

“You are lucky. Trials that do not end in death are not so easily granted. I hope you grow from this experience.”

The Second Company Commander, Ginaria, placed a red flower atop the fallen soldiers as she passed them.

As the flowers melted upon their bodies, color returned to their faces.

Having passed through the entrance, the company commander spread her crimson cloak.

Swish.

Wherever the shadow of the cloak passed, numerous knights emerged from hiding.

At the forefront of these red-eyed knights, Second Company Commander Ginaria bared her fangs.

“Now then, it’s time to bring down those who hide behind their complacent morality.”

Western wall infiltration complete.

***

While the eastern and western walls were being overtaken, the northern wall fell even faster than the others.

However, the one who conquered it was far more ruthless than the rest.

No words were exchanged.

No negotiations took place.

The Third Company Commander walked past the physically frozen guards, exhaling a chilling aura.

“I didn’t kill them. I didn’t.”

He patted the shoulder of a guard, now an ice sculpture, and muttered,

“They’ll thaw out by morning.”

Third Company Commander Remesis.


“They’ll probably suffer from a nasty cold… but that’s better than dying, isn’t it?”

He moved the frozen soldiers aside and strode in confidently with his company.

At that moment, a scarred man, who appeared to be his lieutenant, spoke up.

“You’re not going to offer them a chance to surrender?”

“And what difference would that make?”

“…Fair point.”

Remesis answered bluntly, twisted his lips into a smirk, and continued walking.

“Tch. My cigarette froze.”

Crushing the frozen cigarette into pieces, he pulled out a fresh one and lit it.

Northern wall infiltration complete.

***

While the three walls were infiltrated—no, conquered—the southern gate remained peaceful.

Only after the other three walls fell quietly did visitors finally arrive.

Step.

Step.

Step.

A knight.

A maid.

And an ordinary-looking boy(?).

The three approached the southern gate head-on.

The guards were not foolish enough to ignore a group approaching the entrance long past curfew.

“Contact headquarters!”

“The line’s dead!”

“What?!”

As the guards exchanged frantic words, a greatsword’s blade suddenly hovered near one of their necks.

Standing frozen, the soldier felt a voice behind him.

“We won’t kill you. You never saw us tonight. Understood?”

The guards nodded in unison.

However, one soldier, still holding onto his sense of duty, raised his spear and pointed it at Duke.

Even if he couldn’t win, he was determined to fulfill his duty as a guard.

Duke let out a sigh.

“Loyalty is a virtue, but blind loyalty to a foolish ruler is nothing more than folly.”

The moment he finished speaking, a strange gurgling sound came from the soldier’s throat.

Moments later, the soldier collapsed.

Duke, as if offering an explanation, spoke to the remaining guards.

“Take care of him. And when he wakes up, ask him—who is truly worth serving?”

Southern gate infiltration complete.

***

Originally, this mission was meant to be a stealth operation.

Yet somehow, every company had “conquered” the walls instead.

[We weren’t detected, right?]

[We weren’t detected.]

[We weren’t detected.]

Each commander insisted it was still an infiltration since they hadn’t been caught.

There was no need to ask where they had learned such logic.

[Duke. What exactly have you been teaching them at night?]

“I merely gave them advice, just as I did with Ari.”

As a result, compared to before their time in the research facility, all the company commanders and knights had gained a full rank.

However, at what cost? Their minds seemed to have gone slightly off the rails.

[Madness: E]

Most knights had developed this new trait, according to Rex’s assessment.

Letting out a sigh, Rex issued his next order.

[We’ll head for the lord. The rest of you—take care of the other vassals and knights in the inner city.]

[[Understood.]]

After sending the message, Rex headed toward the mansion.

As they moved, reports came in from each company stating that they had been detected.

But Rex had already anticipated this.

It would have been strange to assume that hundreds of knights crossing through the inner district—where the lord’s vassals and retainers resided—would go unnoticed.

From the moment they entered the inner district, direct combat had been expected.

[We’re beginning the battle.]

Each company commander sent a brief message before engaging in combat.

Rex, without breaking stride on his way to the mansion, continued issuing real-time commands.

Boom!

Crash!

Flash!

All over the inner district, pillars of ice rose, lightning struck, and scarlet trees bloomed.

Thanks to the spectacular chaos caused by the companies, Rex’s path remained completely unimpeded, allowing him to reach the intersection where the mansion’s front gates came into view.

But there, his smooth advance came to an abrupt stop.

Seeing the woman standing guard at the gate, Rex let out a murmur.

“Lady Sneria…”

Under the moonlight, a woman with snow-white skin bowed her head.

“Sorry. It’s the contract between lords.”

“That lord won’t keep his contract with you, Lady Sneria.”

“I know. There’s no reason to show loyalty to someone doomed to fall. But in our domain, trust is our greatest weapon. If we lose credibility here, how do you think the other lords will see us?”

With a snap of her fingers, black armor layered over her dark uniform.

Tapping the ground lightly with her toe, a black scythe emerged from beneath her feet.

“This is my duty as a lord. There’s nothing personal about it. You understand the weight of responsibility, don’t you?”

Rex, unable to refute her words, steeled himself and issued a command.

“Ari. I’m counting on you.”

“Yes, Master.”

Rex had no intention of revealing Duke, his trump card, to the lord just yet.

That’s why he sent Ari first.

‘My apologies, Lady Sneria…’

Besides, Sneria was weaker than most other lords—only Level 49.

Against her, Ari should be more than capable.

Standing beside Rex, Duke merely crossed his arms and nodded in silence.

“I’m going.”

With her determination set, Ari charged at Hana.

All this time, Hana had remained motionless, standing guard before the mansion’s gate.

Then, just as Ari entered striking range—

‘Empowered Spirit!’

She unleashed the aura of the White Tiger, accelerating even faster.

A technique she had learned from Duke, meant to deceive an opponent’s senses.

Yet, even as Ari’s fist closed in, Hana didn’t move.

And the moment Ari’s fist connected—

Splat!

Hana’s head burst open.

But instead of blood and brain matter, only shadows leaked out.

That’s when Ari realized her mistake.

“Damn—”

The shadows that had formed Hana’s body suddenly transformed into a serpent, coiling around Ari.

From within Ari’s own shadow, Hana emerged, speaking calmly.

“For someone at the early stages of Rank 4, that was a fierce strike. But… you lack an understanding of magic.”

It was true—magic was Ari’s weakness.

Normally, she would have sought to compensate for it.

But not this time.

“Grrr…”

“Hm?”

“AAAAH!”

With a roaring battle cry, Ari shattered the shadow bindings.

For the first time, Hana looked surprised.

“…You’re tough.”

“I—I won’t lose here!”

“Neither will I.”

Hana melted into shadows, slipping beneath Ari’s feet.

“Where do you think you’re going?!”

Ari slammed her heel down, sending cracks like spiderwebs through the ground.

But Hana was nowhere to be seen.

“Too slow. And too reckless.”

From the shadows on the wall, Hana emerged, swinging her scythe.

Ari ducked just in time to evade the strike, but—

The scythe transformed into a whip.

It coiled around Ari’s leg.

“Cool your head.”

With a flick, Hana flung Ari into the air.

Using the shadow whip as a path, she quickly repositioned herself behind Ari—

Wham!

With a spinning kick, Hana sent Ari crashing back into the ground.

Dust and stone debris scattered as Ari staggered out of the rubble, coughing.

“…Hmph. That didn’t hurt at all.”

Turning her back, Hana acted as if the fight was already over.

Angered by the dismissal, Ari shouted—

“Hey! Where do you think you’re looking—huh?”

She trailed off, suddenly realizing where she was.

“W-Wait… huh??”

Of course, she was inside the lord’s mansion.

She had crashed straight through the wall.

And despite taking a Rank 4-level attack, she was completely unharmed.

Even though the front gate had just been breached, Hana was no longer looking at Ari.

Instead, she was looking directly at Duke.

At that point, Ari finally understood.

“…T-Thank you?”

Hana did not answer.

At that moment, Duke also gestured to Rex.

“Go, my lord. I’ll handle things here.”

Duke intended to leave the lord to Ari and take on Hana himself.

After some hesitation, Rex nodded and ran toward where Ari was.

Hana pretended not to see Rex pass by and kept her eyes fixed solely on Duke.

With the two of them gone, Duke briefly reminisced.

‘Just like the original.’

In the original story, Hana had also allowed Ari to enter the mansion in this manner—acting as though she had lost track of her opponent in the middle of the battle.

The reason for using such a method was clear.

There was a significant difference between failing despite trying one’s best to fulfill a contract and never attempting to uphold it at all.

The only difference in this world was the fact that he had become part of the narrative.

“You’re aiming to catch both rabbits at once. A clever plan.”

“You noticed?”

“Your eyes show conviction rather than mere determination. How could I not?”

Of course, he didn’t actually have the ability to read people’s minds just by looking into their eyes.

Ignoring his own conscience, which kept nagging at him, Duke focused on the shadow queen before him.

A better storyline had just come to him for this world.

“In respect for your honor, I shall remain here.”

Rather than making it seem as though she had simply lost track of Ari in the chaos, wouldn’t it be more believable to say that Duke had forced her to let Ari go?

Realizing Duke’s consideration, Hana was about to bow her head.

“Thank you for your constant courtesy.”

But Duke stopped her.

“There may not be ears listening, but there are many eyes watching. Do not bow.”

With his sensory abilities, Duke could tell that others were observing from a distance.

‘Spies from other territories, most likely.’

He couldn’t hear them, but he could at least sense that they were watching this battle.

At his words, Hana quickly corrected herself and raised her weapon again.

“I’m incurring too much debt.”

“You can repay it later.”

Ordinarily, he should have told her to repay it to Rex, their lord, but he didn’t even want to say those words out loud, even as a mere formality.

Duke scoffed at himself for being such a jealous man.

Removing his cloak, he used the brief moment when it obscured vision to draw his greatsword.

“Show me the full strength of your forces from the very beginning. I shall adjust accordingly.”

As if in response to his words, she took a powerful step forward.

Shadows stretched out from her feet, surrounding Duke on all sides.

“I’m coming.”

With that declaration, countless figures rose from within her shadows.

They were all her retainers.

The Shadow Queen—this was why she bore that title.

Her own strength was already formidable, but the true value of her power lay in her coordination with her retainers.

As knights and vassals who shared the same shadow magic as her, they could link their shadows at any time, allowing seamless coordination.

Thanks to this, when working in unison with her retainers, her effective combat rank barely reached mid-tier Fifth Rank.

‘Honestly, I’d like to let her land at least one hit on me.’

However, Duke knew that letting himself be hit too easily would only be an insult to them.

“Impressive.”

With that single word of praise, he mirrored her movement and took a powerful step forward.

BOOM!

A shockwave from his stomp swept through her retainers.

And it didn’t stop there.


The shadows that had surrounded him were scattered, and the surrounding buildings crumbled.

With the walls destroyed, the only place her shadows could extend now was the ground.

Having created this entire scene with a single step, Duke glanced at the retainers and Hana before speaking.

“In case there’s any misunderstanding, I’ll say it again—come at me with everything you have.”

The retainers, who had initially thought this was all just an act, wiped their cold sweat and tightened their grips on their weapons.
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With a single advancement, the buildings in the city began to collapse.

“What the…?”

“The world is vast, my friends.”

Duke deflected the astonished retainer’s axe blade with the back of his hand and swung his greatsword while suppressing as much of his killing intent as possible.

“Hik!”

Even though he was holding back, the strike still sent chills down the spines of those involved.

‘Why? How come??’

The retainers were bewildered.

They understood the need to fight hard since many eyes were watching.

But was it truly necessary to go this far?

Of course, their concerns didn’t reach Duke.

‘A battle where convictions clash! Isn’t this an exhilarating situation?’

For Duke, a knight who pursued romance, the idea of having to reluctantly turn his blade against his own allies for the sake of his beliefs was thrilling.

Of course, that wasn’t the only reason.

‘Soon, the Sneria Territory will be invaded too.’

It wouldn’t be a bad idea to give them a collective power-up through this opportunity.

With that in mind, Duke slashed his greatsword downward at a speed that allowed the retainers to barely evade.

Boom!

The ground split along the line where his sword struck.

Shadows parted to either side of the fissure.

The moment Duke’s gaze landed on the two clusters of shadows, a whip shot up from his own shadow.

“Hm.”

As the whip coiled around his arm, spears and blades emerged from the shadows where the retainers were hiding, aiming for his armpits.

‘They’re targeting a vital point that’s hard to defend with armor.’

Impressed by their well-honed skills, Duke’s lips curled into a grin.

‘In that case, I can go a little harder.’

Clang!

A deafening sound rang out—far too loud for it to have come from a mere fabric uniform.

The spears and blades that had struck Duke’s armpits bounced off, leaving their wielders visibly shocked.

But Duke, ever the ruthless knight, had no intention of waiting for them to recover.

“Hesitation on the battlefield means death. Consider yourself lucky.”

With those words, he grabbed onto a spear that hadn’t yet fully retreated into the shadows.

As Duke pulled, the retainer holding the spear was dragged out as if being harvested.

“W-wait—?”

“This is the end for you.”

Duke seized the retainer by the collar and hurled him through the air.

Boom!

The retainer crashed into a wall without even having the chance to use his shadow to cushion the impact.

“He won’t be dead.”

At Duke’s remark, one of the retainers quickly rescued the fallen comrade from the shadows, shaking his head at the others.

Not dead, but feels like he should be.

This is insane.

Gritting their teeth, the retainers readjusted their grips on their weapons.

Despite the seemingly hopeless situation, they were able to give their all because their lord was fighting at the forefront.

“Haaah!”

One of them leaped from the shadows, swinging a scythe toward Duke’s neck.

Just before the blade connected, Duke halted it midair with telekinesis and countered with his sword.

The attacker, maintaining form until the very last moment, dissolved into a flock of shadowy ravens just as the sword nearly reached them.

“A good attempt.”

Normally, an opponent would be momentarily distracted by the ravens, opening themselves up to the next strike.

But Duke didn’t rely on sight alone.

‘Right side.’

Tracking her mana, Duke swung his sword once more, slicing through her shadow.

It was only then that he realized—he’d been deceived.

‘Then where…? Above!’

Clang!

She had transformed her scythe into an axe and, with the aid of gravity, delivered a powerful blow.

For the first time, Duke’s knee bent slightly.

‘Impressive!’

There was no shame in it.

After all, he had been suppressing his strength to match their level.

If anything, he was more impressed by her growth.

“You have an exceptional understanding of yourself.”

Duke never held back on praise when the opportunity arose.

It was his own form of remedy, meant for her, who had always lacked confidence in the original story.

Hana accepted his words without hesitation, a small smirk forming on her lips.

‘This is fun.’

She fundamentally did not enjoy combat.

She had joined the resistance out of duty, wielded her scythe for her beliefs, and upheld her position as a lord out of responsibility.

To her, her own strength was merely a means to create an ideal world.

While she did enjoy meditation and training, battle—whose purpose was to harm others—was nothing more than a grueling task.

However, as she listened to Duke’s praise, her thoughts began to change.

‘I didn’t actually hate fighting, did I?’

She simply…

‘I was starved for recognition.’

Even when she governed her territory out of duty, the occasional words of gratitude from the people kept her going.

But there was no such thing in battle.

When a fight ended, the only ones acknowledging her efforts were the vassals who told her she had done well.

There was no one who truly recognized all the effort she had poured into that one battle.


To her, Duke’s constant stream of praise…

‘So this is what it feels like to be acknowledged.’

It was enough to bring a smile to her face.

Boom!

The sword auras of the two clashed, turning the surroundings into ruins.

Just then, a deafening explosion rang out from the lord’s mansion behind Duke.

“Hm. Looks like it’s wrapping up over there too.”

At those words, the exhilaration in Hana’s chest gradually began to fade.

‘So even joyful moments end this quickly.’

She prepared to acknowledge her defeat, retrieve her shadow scythe, and gather her vassals to conclude the battle.

“As expected, I—”

However, Duke interrupted her.

“The final strike—come at me with everything you have. Don’t worry about your surroundings.”

Hana’s grip on her scythe tightened.

‘Is it really, truly okay?’

Was it really fine to ignore the damage to her surroundings and fight with her full strength?

As if reading the hesitation on her face, Duke encouraged her further.

“Trust me. Put everything you’ve worked for into this strike. I will acknowledge you.”

His deep voice echoed in her ears, and at last, she let go of reason.

No, Lady Sneria!

Ignoring the vassals trying to stop her from within the shadows, she began gathering her magic.

Duke, too, shifted his grip on his greatsword, holding it with both hands as he gathered his own energy.

“Come! Use that scythe to sever the chains of responsibility that shackle you!”

From Hana’s body, dark mist formed of shadows began to rise.

For this one moment—

As if pouring everything she had into this single strike.

“For this moment, you are not Sneria—you are Yoo Hana!”

The mist slowly took a more defined shape.

It transformed into bone, forming a massive skeleton above her.

Up until this point, it was simply her ultimate technique.

But in this instant, things were different.

Duke could feel through his senses—her level was rising.

As if she was responding to the one person who had truly acknowledged her with all his strength.

Level 50.

As if to mark her transformation, strands of muscle wove over the skeleton’s frame.

The skeletal figure soon took the form of a lich, its decayed body covered in robes, its wings unfurling.

At that moment, she bestowed a new name upon this technique.

“Mesis Mortis!”

The Reaper swung its scythe.

A chilling black blade, one that devoured even light and air, flew toward Duke’s upper body.

Duke took a single step forward and responded to the attack.

“Hweknight.”

Duke’s sword met the scythe’s edge with perfect precision.

Without resistance, his sword aura sliced cleanly through the scythe, splitting it in half and cutting through the Reaper’s upper body.

The strike did not stop there—it continued past the Reaper, slicing through the fortress wall behind it.

There was no deafening explosion.

The aftermath of his blade, an unbelievably sharp strike delivered by such a heavy greatsword, left behind nothing but silence.

The Reaper, along with the fortress wall, simply slid forward and collapsed quietly.

Beyond the crumbling inner wall, the first light of dawn was beginning to rise.

With the dawn at his back, Duke turned to Hana, who stood frozen in place, and asked:

“Will you continue?”

Against the light of the rising sun, Hana answered with a refreshing smile.

“I accept my complete defeat.”

At her words, a black message window appeared before Duke.

[Duke! It’s over!]

With a satisfied nod, Duke lowered his greatsword.

“It seems the target for my contract has vanished. Neither my lord nor I will hold you accountable for your actions earlier this morning, Lord Sneria.”

She brushed away the lingering shadows and bowed her head.

“It seems I’ll need to renew our contract. May I stay in this territory a little longer?”

“I welcome it. My lord will likely welcome it as well.”

The two, who had just moments ago been fierce opponents, walked side by side toward the mansion in a display of unexpected camaraderie.

Duke had a feeling that he would never forget the sight of Hana, standing with her back to the rising sun, smiling.

***

“Whoa. Is my head still attached?”

“I think staying inside was the right call.”

“I’m never sparring with Lord Erwik again.”

“I… my back… I think I’m gonna die…”


“Uh, but… how are we supposed to clean this up?”

From within Hana’s shadow, her vassals exchanged silent hand signals, their gazes shifting toward the fortress wall—now neatly sliced in half.

A moment later, they all looked away.

“Not our territory.”

“I’m sure Lord Erwik has a plan.”
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When Duke and Hana Returned to the Lord’s Manor

When Duke and Hana returned to the lord’s manor, the interior bore the devastating traces of battle.

Ari was in a far worse state than when fighting the demons, gravely injured.

However, unlike before, Rex remained calm.

“Thank you, Ari.”

Rex had already steeled himself for this, and Ari had accepted it as well.

Duke and Hana waited patiently until Rex and Ari emerged from their own world.

A few minutes passed before Rex cleared his throat and returned to reality.

“Ahem. From now on, this territory will be under my—no, my control.”

Of course, he had the option to start a revolution and leave for somewhere else.

However, Rex’s sense of responsibility anchored him to this place.

“Starting a revolution is easy. Maintaining one is the real challenge.”

Quoting a grand-sounding phrase he had heard somewhere, Rex tried to appear impressive.

Ari, despite her injuries, responded with a weak clap, while Duke simply stared at him through an unreadable helmet.

Feeling awkward, Rex hunched his shoulders.

Meanwhile, Duke turned to Hana and asked something that had been on his mind for a while.

“So, what does one have to do to become a lord? Is it really this simple?”

From Duke’s understanding in his past life, even if one assassinated a lord, officially taking over a territory required a complicated process.

One needed to receive a noble title from the royal family or a superior lord, and in some regions, religious approval was also necessary.

Since Rex had no legitimate claim to this land, Duke directed his question to the neighboring lord, Hana.

Hana answered with a warm smile that didn’t match her title, “Shadow Queen.”

“Yes. After all, a territory belongs to the strongest person.”

Duke’s common sense did not apply to this world.

“A territory isn’t something you’re granted. It’s something you take. When the Empire collapsed, the strongest individuals in each region—like me—became lords. From then on, keeping hold of the land is just a matter of one’s ability.”

There were titles like Count and Duke, but rather than being bestowed by a royal family, they were simply acknowledgments of one’s strength.

“The royal family is more like a representative of the lords. They have some authority over us, but ultimately, they’re bound to the lords by contractual relationships.”

She spoke with a self-mocking tone, as if there was no real difference among the hyenas who had built their power on the Empire’s corpse.

“If you’re not one of the 13 Heavenly Stars, then honestly, neither the royal family nor the lords have any real legitimacy.”

For a moment, her gaze lingered on Duke, as if wondering why he didn’t already know this.

Duke admitted his ignorance without hesitation.

“I don’t concern myself with such things. A knight does not pursue power.”

“As expected of you, Sir Duke. But if you can defend it, you’re free to call yourself a Count.”

In other words, if he couldn’t defend it, he would be naturally overthrown.

Duke nodded in understanding.

“For someone of my lord’s caliber, claiming the title of Count would not be inappropriate.”

Rex, overhearing the conversation, made a slightly uncomfortable expression and interjected.

“Starting at Count feels a bit… Maybe I should start as a Baron instead—”

Before he could finish his sentence, Ari, who had been listening, looked visibly displeased.

Duke also fell silent, exuding a similar atmosphere.

Meanwhile, the captains, who had been receiving Rex’s words through his Interface ability, erupted in messages as if in protest.

[My lord, a Baron?! That is utterly unacceptable!!!]

[Authority is essential for enlightenment. I shall say no more.]

[Do you really think that’s even remotely realistic?]

Watching the message window light up like a chaotic chatroom, Rex’s face stiffened.

In the end, he was practically pushed into starting with the title of Count.

“Will people really accept this…?”

[[They will.]]

Letting out a deep sigh under the weight of responsibility, Rex looked exhausted.

Hana, who had been watching quietly, suddenly smiled.

“Do you want me to take care of this territory for you?”

“Really?!”

“I’m kidding.”

“That’s cruel…”

As Rex melted down again, Hana let out a wry smile and returned to Duke’s side.

“If your lord intends to rule, he must show ambition to match. Will he be alright?”

Duke spoke with certainty.

“A ruler must possess responsibility and ethics. Just as I helped a young girl become a fine queen, so too will this be the case.”

“You’re so unfair, Sir.”

“Hm? What do you mean?”

“If you keep showing up like this out of nowhere, I won’t know what to do.”

Hana lowered her head in embarrassment, and Duke tilted his head in confusion.

He had no idea which part of the conversation led to that reaction.

***

Now, this land was no longer under Karrognar’s rule but had become the Providence Territory.

Duke, acting as the lord’s regent on behalf of the socially anxious ruler, saw off Hana and her retainers.

“Now that the contract has been renewed, I shall take my leave.”

“The County of Providence will always welcome the visit of Lord Sneria.”

And as Duke Erwik, he personally bid farewell to Hana.

“And I, too, will always welcome you.”

“I’ll visit once a month.”

“Don’t overdo it.”

“There’s much I wish to learn from you.”

“I cannot discourage such a pursuit. In that case, you are most welcome.”

With a faint smile, Hana responded and returned to her domain.

After sending her off, Duke made his way back to Rex’s office.

Since the mansion had been half-destroyed in the previous battle, Rex’s mutterings could be heard from the corridor.

“Finally, the administration content has been unlocked!”

Rex’s excitement was so evident that even Duke could sense it.

With that, Rex dove into administration mode, and the first thing he planned was to repair the roads across the territory.


“After traveling all over, I’ve realized something…”

However, before he could even finish, his retainers immediately intervened.

“My lord, there’s something you must take care of first.”

“Huh? What is it?”

“You need to repair the mansion and the inner walls first.”

“…Oh.”

Through the gaps in the mansion, where the wind blew freely, Rex could clearly see the cleanly severed inner walls.

It felt like receiving a long-forgotten bill.

After some thought, Rex revised his priorities.

“Uh… let’s fix the mansion first.”

At the very least, he and his retainers needed a proper place to sleep.

***

After several days of mansion repairs, Rex naturally skipped over the inner wall repairs and moved straight to improving the roads and sewage system.

“I’m already tight on funds. The inner walls can wait. Let’s fix the sewage system and roads first.”

Following his orders, the capital city—Youngdo—began sewer construction, while roadworks commenced across the entire territory.

As Rex’s orders spread through the domain, the citizens let out weary sighs.

“Looks like another new lord is starting something strange.”

To them, it hardly mattered that Karrognar Territory had become Providence Territory.

Compared to a noble lord, their lives were too fleeting, too wretched, too powerless.

But the powerless commoners had no choice but to obey their lord’s commands.

And so, they clutched their empty stomachs and trudged forward to fulfill their labor duties.

However, at the end of their day’s work, they encountered an unbelievable sight.

“Sir Knight… what is this?”

“It’s your wages. A gift from our lord. Use it well.”

The personal knights, dispatched as overseers, handed out coin pouches, causing the citizens’ eyes to widen in shock.

And the surprises didn’t stop there.

“Why are we given a day off on weekends?”

“Why are taxes reduced just because we did this work?”

“Why are children not allowed to participate?”

Under Count Karrognar, such policies would have been unthinkable, yet Rex continued to implement them one after another.

The people were bewildered by this inexplicable generosity.

But while they struggled to comprehend, Rex’s administrative rampage continued.

“Why are taxes so heavy? This doesn’t seem right… If it’s like this, the citizens won’t be able to survive.”

“If we conscript everyone into the military, who’s going to farm?”

“If we want proper agriculture, we’ll need to build reservoirs too…”

Now that his interface ability had unlocked administration mode, Rex approached governance like a simulation game.

Moreover, he had a perfect excuse to avoid meetings, claiming he was too busy working through his interface.

Like a shut-in gaming addict, he even cut down on sleep to focus on administration.

Since the inner walls were still broken, the citizens could see the late-night lights burning in Rex’s office atop the hill.

“Why is he treating us so well?”

At first, they feared he would one day take everything away.

But when this continued for three years, the citizens finally started to open their hearts.

“Compared to the previous lord, he doesn’t cause trouble.”

“I’ve never heard of him killing people out of spite.”

“I even heard he hates taking bribes?”

The citizens, who initially thought of it as the lord’s fickleness, eventually accepted that it was simply Rex’s personality and began to praise him.

“Long live the Lord! Long live!”

Of course, Rex’s reaction to the citizens’ enthusiasm was…

“Heheh. Internal affairs are fun.”

He had no idea.

Perhaps due to the intense experiences following his meeting with Duke, Rex had barely left his estate for three years, feeling that he had spent too much of his “outing cost” in that first year.

Moreover, his mansion was so unnecessarily well-equipped with conveniences that he had even less reason to leave.

As a result, after years of not showing himself, the citizens began to view him as a mysterious figure.

***

As the praises for Rex grew louder, so did the fame of his personal guard.

No matter how exceptional Rex was, he couldn’t directly command citizens who weren’t under contract.

Thus, he used his personal guard—the only people he truly trusted—as his messengers.

Knights carrying banners of a yellow snake on a black background spread Rex’s words throughout the territory.

“A message from the lord!”

At first, the people feared the knights, but after three years, they had come to welcome the sight of the banner.

“Sir Knight! Over here!”

Naturally, amid this fervent admiration for the personal guard, their leader, Duke, stood at the pinnacle of popularity.

Now, after three years, Rex—rarely seen and known only by reputation—was an absolute ruler shrouded in darkness.

Meanwhile, Duke, though visible, remained an enigma—an unstoppable knight.

They said he was a master of the sword, capable of cleaving a mountain in one strike.

They said none who touched the flower ornament on his chest had ever lived to tell the tale.

They said he was a noble knight who remembered every person he saved.

While the last claim wasn’t true, Duke never bothered to deny it.

Thanks to this, whenever Duke appeared in the streets, he was showered with flowers and cheers.

“Duke looked at me!”

Some people even fainted just from making eye contact with him, but Duke found their reactions quite satisfying.

‘Now it’s finally beginning in earnest.’

He wanted to continue acting as the stern yet kind knight to children and citizens alike, as he usually did.

However, today was an important day.

Ignoring the flowers being thrown at him, Duke made his way to the plaza.

Once he arrived, his gnome adjutant unfurled a scroll and loudly declared:

“Tomorrow, at this very place, the lord’s major decree will be announced. Gather as many people as possible in the plaza!”

This scene was not limited to the capital; similar proclamations echoed across the territory’s cities.

Knights repeatedly called out the message in booming voices every hour.

The citizens, moved by respect rather than fear, obediently followed the order.

And the next morning, the knights stood before the gathered citizens and announced a new law:

“As of this moment, slavery is abolished in the territory of Providence!”

At first, the citizens were confused, wondering if they had misheard.

“What? Slavery?”

To them, slavery was both near and distant.

It was near because a single misstep—offending a knight or minor noble, or running afoul of the wrong criminal—could mean becoming a slave.

Yet it was distant because most citizens neither owned nor employed slaves, nor could they reclaim enslaved family members.

In short, their impression of slavery was purely negative.

Thus, when the knights declared its abolition, they could only stare in disbelief.

As if to confirm that this was no dream, the knight repeated:

“From this moment onward, on this sacred land and under our lord’s rule, all humans shall be equal!”

Of course, Rex had never made such a declaration.

That part had been added by the Third Company Commander during the drafting process, but the sentiment was close enough.

Only then did the citizens realize this was real—and they erupted in cheers.

“Waaaaahhh!!!”

As the crowd roared, Duke’s gnome adjutant nodded in satisfaction.

“To witness such a thing in the little time I have left… I can die with no regrets.”

“Mm.”

Duke, arms crossed, watched the citizens celebrate.

But in his mind, he was already planning ahead.

‘Three years was too quiet.’

While Rex had been running the territory with overwhelming efficiency, Duke had spent those years dealing with occasional assassins, neighboring spies, and remnants of the previous lord’s forces.

Still, it wasn’t enough.

That quiet era had now ended.

“Adjutant.”

“Yes, Your Excellency.”

“Form surveillance teams.”

Duke doubted that merchants and local elites would give up slavery so easily.

Of course, it wasn’t just his own idea—he had dozed off during a council meeting and overheard the discussion.

At Duke’s order, the gnome adjutant nodded.

“What size should they be?”

“Elite only.”


“Understood.”

The gnome adjutant sent a message to the knights with his wrinkled hands.

Meanwhile, Duke smirked as he watched the celebrating citizens.

‘The hidden second-in-command.’

It was a role he had always wanted to try.



 
  Chapter 27 : Summer in the Providence Territory (2)


<Duke’s Perspective>

Rex’s declaration of slave liberation split his territory in two.

The central and northern regions, where reliance on slave labor was not high, quickly accepted the new system.

However, the south refused to comply.

Particularly in the southern region, where agriculture using slave labor was prevalent, resistance was inevitable.

Sugar, cotton, wheat, lumber—industries heavily dependent on slaves.

Business owners in these industries, along with lower-ranking nobles, merchant guild leaders, and market officials who benefited from them, led large-scale protests in the south.

It was a situation that, if left unchecked, could escalate into a war—just like certain historical events.

But the protests never turned into war.

“A directive from the higher-ups has been issued: From this moment on, anyone who supports slavery is to be deemed a traitor and executed on the spot.”

As the black flags fluttered, the elite guards glared menacingly.

No one could continue protesting under such circumstances.

In the end, plantation owners and local elites had no choice but to unshackle their slaves.

Thus, Providence Territory saw a sudden surge in population—one that had never been accounted for in any census.

“Long live the Lord!”

“Long live the Elite Guard!”

The streets of Providence Territory echoed with the cheers of newly freed commoners.

However, even in such a shifting atmosphere, there were always those unwilling to abandon slavery.

In a world where people still committed murder despite knowing it was wrong, changing the law overnight wouldn’t suddenly make everyone compliant.

“The lord won’t come all the way to our region to investigate anyway.”

Some believed that, because the territory was vast, their region would remain unnoticed.

They blatantly engaged in illegal activities—hiding slaves in storage whenever the elite guards approached and bringing them out again once the guards left, walking a dangerous tightrope.

And this period of dawn was precisely when the Shadow Knight Duke would step into action.

“A Shadow Knight?”

When I proposed the idea, even the captains of the elite guard looked puzzled.

As if it were a title they had never heard before.

Well, I had never heard of it either, and I had no concrete plan on how it should function.

But fortunately, I had a capable aide by my side.

“A Shadow Knight is a special knight who carries out the lord’s secret orders, rooting out corrupt officials throughout the territory.”

My aide, seemingly misinterpreting my intentions in a way that worked in my favor, started explaining as if it had been the plan all along.

Of course, the inspiration for this Shadow Knight came from the Secret Royal Inspector in Joseon.

Not the real historical inspector, but the dramatized, exaggerated version I had seen in historical dramas.

I wasn’t sure if it could be realistically implemented. I had never seriously thought about it.

I just thought it would be cool, so I threw the idea out there—and thankfully, my aide and Rex refined it into something functional.

“The Shadow Knights will receive a special insignia from the lord and secretly patrol various regions of the territory. If they find traitors violating the laws declared by the lord, they will have the authority to take immediate action and report afterward.”

Once my aide finished the explanation, the commander of the 1st company, a Dark Elf, raised his hand.

“I understand. Then, how do we select the personnel?”

I immediately pointed at him.

“You and I will go.”

“…Excuse me?”

“Do we need more people?”

While other squads would work in groups of multiple knights, I only needed one capable commander to assist me.

However, the commander I had singled out didn’t seem to accept it easily.

“Why me, of all people?”

Before I could answer, my gnome aide spoke up.

“My apologies. If it were up to me, I’d personally hunt down those beasts who forsook human decency. But… my age simply won’t allow it.”

Regrettably, this gnome aide was one of the few non-combat personnel in the entire knight order.

He didn’t have much time left in terms of lifespan, either.

I needed to move swiftly across the territory, and dragging around an elderly man wasn’t an option.

“…I apologize. With my current condition…”

The gnome adjutant stared at the dark elf from beyond his pale eyebrows.

Even someone as dense as me could understand the meaning behind that gaze.

Do you expect me, at my age, to support the battalion commander while touring the entire territory?

In short, it was a sophisticated way of passing the burden onto someone else.

The dark elf battalion commander turned his head and looked at the other commanders.

“What is it?”

The second battalion commander, a Bloodborn, bared his fangs in a mocking grin.

As frustrating as it was, the dark elf had been outranked by him in the chain of command for the past four years.

Losing the silent battle of wills, he shifted his gaze to the third battalion commander.

The third commander, with his pale skin, indifferently opened his mouth.

“There was no mention of this in the contract… but I’ll go if you increase my salary.”

The dark elf’s face stiffened.

He must have realized that bringing along such a cynical individual as his aide would only lead to unpredictable problems.

Thus, through the process of elimination, the role of my escort on this covert mission naturally fell to the dark elf.

“Sigh.”

For a moment, I wanted to pat his shoulder, reminiscing about my past life in the military.

But since that didn’t fit my current image, I pretended not to notice.

The dark elf commander adjusted his glasses and put on a polite, professional smile.

“It is an honor to serve you, my lord.”

“I’ll be counting on you, Sir Hedonius.”

Since I felt guilty, I decided I’d treat him to plenty of good food.

***

<First Battalion Commander, Hedonius’ Perspective>

While the Duke cast a look of sympathy toward Hedonius, Hedonius was filled with emotion as he glanced at his comrades.

‘They’re giving me such an honor…’

Over the past four years, a bond had formed among them under the name of loyalty.

Though they weren’t connected by blood, the order of knights was tied together by a brotherhood so strong it could be called family.

‘Clambell…’

Hedonius gazed at the Duke’s gnome adjutant.


Knowing that his time was running out, the gnome was preparing to hand over his position as the Duke’s aide.

The commander and the other battalion leaders understood this intention, which was why they had passed this honor to him.

Hedonius silently expressed his gratitude toward them.

‘Understood.’

If they were granting him this opportunity—

‘Then I must live up to their expectations.’

With solemn resolve, Hedonius accepted his mission.

***

<Back to the Duke’s Perspective>

For our covert mission as Shadow Knights, the battalion commander and I assumed new identities.

We needed roles that would draw the least suspicion while traveling together, so we settled on a fallen noble and his elderly butler.

The fallen noble would be played by the dark elf commander, while I would take on the role of the elderly butler.

To sell the disguise, I removed my helmet and used magic-enhanced transformation techniques to create fake wrinkles and white hair.

Meanwhile, the lesser-known battalion commander bleached his skin and shortened his ears to pass as human.

And so, the two of us set off on our journey.

“Cap—”

The dark elf instinctively started addressing me by rank, but I shot him a sharp look.

Catching himself, he quickly corrected his words.

“Dominic.”

“Yes, what is it?”

“Don’t you think it would make more sense for me to play the butler?”

His uncomfortable gaze lingered on the artificial wrinkles covering my face.

I scanned our surroundings to ensure no one was eavesdropping before lowering my voice to its usual tone.

“No.”

“Why not?”

Because if a dark elf called me ‘master’ near a cotton plantation, I would feel like an irredeemable piece of trash.

Okay, that was half the reason.

The real reason was simply that I wanted to play the role of the elderly butler with a hidden past.

Of course, I couldn’t tell him that, so I carefully crafted a plausible excuse while maintaining a gentle smile that suited my wrinkled disguise.

“This arrangement will draw less suspicion.”

People tend to be wary of fallen nobles but pay little attention to their servants.

That meant my position as the butler would give me more opportunities to gather evidence.

My explanation must have been convincing, as the battalion commander nodded.

“I see. It seems I was shortsighted, Dominic.”

“Not at all, Lord Hyrudin.”

I nodded, keeping in mind my new identity, Dominic.

The company commander also seemed to have accepted his new identity as Hyrudin.

Thus, the journey of the fallen noble Hyrudin and his ever-loyal old butler Dominic began.

Hyrudin, never forgetting his role, explained our destination.

“The place we’re heading to is the trading city of Elysis, located on the border of the territory.”

Elysis was situated in the southeastern border area of the Providence Territory, a city actively engaged in trade with neighboring lands.

On the surface, its main industries were wheat and sugar.

However, among the goods being traded, there were also people.

“The markets and lords of the southern cities primarily use this city to buy and sell slaves from outside. In other words, this city is very likely maintaining the slave trade.”

Of course, the merchants weren’t fools.

The moment the law was declared, they formally abolished slavery.

But we didn’t trust human conscience.

“We will first investigate the black market here, and if the opportunity arises, we will bring down the city’s leader.”

The possibility of the city’s mayor being clean wasn’t even considered.

After all, whether it was a secret royal inspector or a covert knight, their deployment always meant there was already reasonable suspicion.

According to the intelligence reports, the trading city of Elysis was most likely still engaged in the slave trade, even if there was no direct evidence.

I reviewed his briefing and then outlined the next steps.

“For now, Lord Hyrudin should try to find employment as a fallen noble.”

Seeing how awkward my formal tone sounded, the 1st company commander, Hyrudin, grimaced.

Ignoring that, I continued.

“In the meantime, I will investigate the black market.”

***

[Third-Person Perspective]

The trading city of Elysis.

A place that had once been a slave trading post but had since been rebranded as a labor office.

Two people entered the establishment.

“I am Baron Hyrudin. I heard this place used to be a slave trading post. Is that still the case?”

One of them introduced himself as the noble Hyrudin, while the other, an elderly man appearing to be his butler, remained silent by his side.

The workers in the office tensed at the sight of these two, who did not fit into such a crude environment.

Breaking the heavy silence, the office’s owner and former slave trader spoke.

“What do you mean? We no longer deal in slaves.”

Hearing that, the noble called Hyrudin scowled in irritation.

“What are you talking about?”

“The lord recently banned slave trading. We have long since freed all the slaves and transitioned into a legitimate employment agency. Seeing as you’re unaware, you must be from another territory?”

“Tch. Why are you asking that?”

“My apologies.”

The office owner quickly formed an opinion about this so-called noble Hyrudin.

‘A noble who moves between territories.’

In other words, a fallen noble so incompetent he couldn’t even maintain his status, yet too prideful to let go of his aristocratic airs.

Not common, but not unheard of.

Usually, such individuals struggled to abandon the habits of their noble days and inevitably required slaves.

“We’ve hit a dead end. We should try elsewhere.”

The fallen noble Hyrudin turned on his heel and left the office.

However, the man who appeared to be his butler did not immediately follow.

The old butler offered the office owner a warm, disarming smile and handed him a silver coin.

“My lord has been on the road for a long time, which has made him quite irritable. My apologies for any inconvenience.”

The office owner’s gaze shifted to the silver coin.

People might have morals, but money was innocent.

“Ahem. Ahem.”

The office owner discreetly pocketed the coin.

Seeing this, Dominic glanced around and then posed a question.

“Is there no other way to acquire slaves or servants? At the very least, we need to cross this territory, and hiring someone legitimately would be difficult.”

Hearing Dominic’s question, the office owner flinched in shock and waved his hands dismissively.

“I told you, we don’t sell slaves!”

“I see. My apologies.”

Seeing the shopkeeper’s look of utter disgust, the butler, Dominic, showed a hint of disappointment before obediently leaving the store.

After that, similar scenes were frequently witnessed at various labor offices throughout the city—

A fallen noble throwing a tantrum, and his polite butler apologizing for his rudeness.

By the time this odd duo had become well-known within a week, a letter arrived for Butler Dominic.

Come to the designated location at dawn when the clock tower chimes nine times.

Upon reading the letter, the corner of Dominic’s mouth twitched.

‘Finally, they’ve taken the bait.’

Without delay, Butler Dominic followed the instructions.

When he arrived at the designated alley, another letter was waiting for him.

Turn right at the abandoned warehouse ahead.

Following the instructions, he received further directions multiple times, each leading him deeper into an unknown path.

Eventually, Dominic arrived at a place where no more letters awaited him—he was meant to wait for someone.

‘Now, the black market…’

At that moment, he sensed a murderous intent descending upon him from above.

“?!”

His instincts kicked in, and the old butler leaped backward.

The very spot he had just been standing in was now struck by a masked figure’s sword, slamming down from above.

Clang!

A deep gash was left in the ground where the blade had landed.

The masked assailant lifted their head, locking eyes with Dominic.

“You dodged it? You’re no ordinary butler. Who are you?”

“Heh… If you wish to know my identity, shouldn’t you introduce yourself first?”

“There’s no need. Scum like you—still searching for slaves—aren’t worth it.”


Hearing those words, Dominic nodded in understanding.

“Ah, so you’re with the vigilantes.”

The masked figure neither confirmed nor denied it, choosing instead to charge straight at Dominic.

Watching his attacker rush toward him, Dominic—also known as Duke—sighed internally.

‘Damn it. The wrong person took the bait.’



 
  Chapter 28 : Secret knight Deployment


The Secret Knight’s Deployment

A secret knight does not move without certainty.

Due to the vastness of the territory, administrative inefficiencies arise during travel, making it impractical to dispatch a secret knight without at least strong circumstantial evidence.

Duke and the Dark Elf company commander had come to this land for that very reason.

***

“This tax report looks suspicious.”

Rex had restructured the administrative system over the past few years, ensuring that every tax collected in each city was recorded with its specific purpose.

(Mayors who failed to comply were naturally weeded out.)

Shortly after declaring the abolition of slavery, he noticed something strange in the tax records of this trade city.

“If the number of taxable households increases, then citizens’ income taxes should rise, while landlords’ income taxes should decrease proportionally to the abolished slave tax. But here, citizens’ income tax has dropped by an unusual margin—almost as if people are disappearing…”

Duke had dozed off while standing for an entire hour of TMI in Rex’s office, so he didn’t fully grasp the mechanics behind it. However, the key takeaway was clear.

“Based on the taxes, it looks like slavery is still in effect in this trade city. That city is a strategic point for our territory. So, Duke, go check it out.”

That was how Duke, the secret knight, ended up being dispatched to the city.

However, contrary to expectations, the trade city seemed surprisingly clean.

The administrative groundwork Rex had laid over the past three years for the abolition of slavery had been implemented flawlessly.

Landlords had responsibly reinvested the subsidies they received from the lord into production facilities.

Slave traders had completely freed their slaves and successfully transitioned into manpower agencies.

It was an unbelievably beautiful sight, almost too good to be true for a world with such an average level of morality.

But Duke and the Dark Elf company commander didn’t take the scene at face value.

“Scum don’t change. Money doesn’t lie.”

“There’s no way Lord Rex made a mistake.”

Duke believed in the wicked nature of humanity.

The company commander believed in Rex.

So, they launched an undercover investigation.

And the ones they caught were an unexpected group—the city’s vigilantes.

***

Dominic, the old butler (Duke), did not take his eyes off the vigilante’s blade as it approached.

“Their swordplay is rough.”

The assailant held their sword in a reverse grip, aiming for the throat.

It wasn’t a technique from any specific martial school—just the crude, barbaric swordsmanship of adventurers.

That detail only reinforced the theory that the attackers were indeed vigilantes.

In his slowed perception of time, the old butler quickly assessed the situation.

“Persuasion…?”

He had no desire for it.

This old butler had an inherent penchant for chaos, preferring to escalate misunderstandings rather than resolve them.

Besides, he wasn’t particularly eloquent anyway.

For him, knocking someone out and making them understand afterward was far more efficient.

Instinctively, Dominic prepared to use telekinesis, focusing on the back of her neck.

Then, remembering his current state, he abandoned the idea.

“It’s not like I’m going around announcing I’m Duke.”

Besides, this old butler had a particular “concept” to uphold.

Returning to reality, he dodged the incoming blade at the last moment by tilting his head back, avoiding it by a hair’s breadth.

Seizing the natural opening left in the assailant’s stance, he swiftly closed the distance.

Before the vigilante could regain control, Dominic lightly shoved their shoulder, breaking their balance.

“Ugh!”

Dominic hooked the vigilante’s leg and, in the moment of imbalance, swiftly snatched a backup dagger from the vigilante’s waist.

With a sharp upward strike, a thin silver line sliced through the air just in front of the vigilante’s mask.

As the vigilante fell backward, they didn’t resist, instead bending their body fluidly and executing two backflips to create distance.

Thud.

The vigilante landed, and only then did their mask, belatedly severed, fall to the ground.

They instinctively reached up to check their face, as if to confirm whether it was still intact.

Realizing that only their mask had been cut, they exhaled a sigh of relief.

The old butler cast a glance at the vigilante’s now-revealed face and muttered in a complaining tone.

“This kind of swordplay isn’t my style, but… given the situation, I suppose I have no choice. I’ll have to be a bit rough, my lady.”

His sharp eyes bore into the now-unmasked woman.

The moment she froze under his piercing gaze, he closed the distance again.

The hunter had become the hunted.

Dominic’s fighting style was deceptively simple.

His strikes weren’t particularly powerful, nor was he using a speed beyond human perception.

Yet, his movements toyed with his opponent’s ability to predict, making it difficult to react properly.

‘Right side?’

The woman braced herself, predicting an attack from the right.

But just as she moved to block, Dominic withdrew his sword and seized her by the collar instead.

Anticipating a throw, she tensed her body.

But instead of following through, Dominic suddenly flipped over her back, maintaining his grip on her collar, and transitioned into a chokehold.

“Ugh…”

“Answer carefully. Who are you?”

The vigilante cursed internally.

‘He’s strangling me and expects me to answer? This crazy old man!’

Had an outsider been watching, they would have considered her reaction completely reasonable.

Gritting her teeth, she thrust her reverse-gripped sword backward.

Just before the blade could reach his abdomen, Dominic released her and stepped back.

“Khak… Hah…”

As she gasped for breath, grateful for the air, he pressed his attack once more.

Again and again, he mixed swordplay with unarmed combat, effortlessly overwhelming her.

And through this, she realized—he wasn’t trying to kill her.

‘Damn it. Is he some kind of slaver?’

Her suspicion grew stronger as the old man continued his silent, aggressive assault without offering any explanations.

Then, with a powerful push of his dagger’s flat side, he struck the crossguard of her longsword.


Like magic, her weapon slipped cleanly from her grip.

‘What the hell?!’

Dominic murmured in a chiding tone, as if scolding a child.

“You need to grip your sword tighter.”

Before she could rearm herself, he cornered her against a wall and lightly pressed his forearm against her throat.

The impact knocked her hat off, revealing long, red hair and pointed ears.

‘An elf?’

Dominic stared into her green eyes and pressed his dagger against her neck.

“I’ll ask again. Who are you?”

“Tch. Just kill me.”

“I have no reason to.”

Her eyes burned with rage at his response.

“Damn it. You’re one of the higher-ups, aren’t you? Get lost. I’d rather die here than go back there.”

‘Bingo.’

That response was more useful than she realized.

‘I don’t know where “there” is, but it must be some kind of black market.’

A runaway slave, most likely.

Dominic quickly finished his mental calculations.

‘Looks like she’s the protagonist of this story.’

The question was, did a grumpy old butler like Dominic have a role to play in her tale?

He swiftly decided on his course of action.

‘I’ll be the final boss of the third faction.’

A vigilante force trying to free slaves.

A black market trying to maintain slavery.

And Dominic—embodying a public authority that permitted neither.

With his decision made, Dominic carefully chose his next words.

“Go back? Where exactly are you talking about?”

“Oh, please. Did growing old just make you shameless? Don’t play dumb.”

“I truly have no idea what you’re talking about, young lady.”

To emphasize his innocence, Dominic withdrew his dagger and released her.

As the vigilante stared at him in confusion, he smiled kindly.

“It seems we’ve built quite a number of misunderstandings. Why don’t we start with a conversation?”

Of course, he didn’t mention that he had deliberately created those misunderstandings in the first place—because it was entertaining.

“So, you’re saying you’re a tax officer’s bodyguard sent from the capital?”

“Yes, that is correct, my lady.”

Dominic politely bowed.

He omitted the part about being an undercover knight and only presented himself as a government enforcer.

[It makes sense. The existence of undercover knights isn’t well known yet, and presenting ourselves as tax officers investigating missing slave taxes is a good way to lower their guard.]

The dark elf captain, after reviewing the plan, nodded in approval of Duke’s strategy.

In reality, Duke had only done it for the sake of a future plot twist.

But if the others wanted to believe it was a brilliant move, he wasn’t about to correct them.

Back in reality, the vigilante woman stiffened upon realizing that Dominic was a legitimate law enforcer.

“So the rumors about the lord’s mercy were true. Instead of killing me, you’d rather throw me in another prison.”

“He is merciful, but also practical.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“If it’s for the sake of eradicating evil, the lord is willing to turn a blind eye to some troublemakers who disrupt order.”

At those words, the red-haired elf’s pupils trembled.

From her perspective, it was impossible to believe that the proud and high-handed lord would tolerate a vigilante group that defied the laws he had established.

However, the old man continued speaking as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

“Work with us. Help us find evidence of slave taxes being collected in the territory.”

As an exchange, the butler implicitly offered her the legal tolerance of her vigilante activities.

But the response he received was entirely unexpected.

“I refuse.”

“Pardon?”

“Those bastards are mine.”

It was only then that Dominic noticed the burning vengeance in the elf’s green eyes.

He was slightly taken aback, but as a seasoned butler, he concealed his reaction and calmly altered the terms.

“Then let’s change the conditions. I don’t know who they are, but I will give you the leader’s head.”

The reaction was immediate.

“Fine. But let’s make one thing clear—I’ll cooperate with you, but I won’t take orders from you.”

“Of course.”

Dominic hadn’t expected obedience in the first place.

“And not just the leader—I want the officers too.”

“So the organization is larger than I thought?”

“What do you even know?”

“That’s precisely why I’m asking for your cooperation, miss.”

The elf clicked her tongue at the old man’s shameless response.

“I feel like I’m getting the short end of the stick here. Let’s add one more condition.”

“Go ahead.”

“Give me some kind of proof that I’m working under the lord’s orders. That way, if something happens in the neighboring territory, I won’t be abandoned by you.”

At that, Dominic nodded readily.

“I’ll have it ready for you by tomorrow.”

“Good. Then meet me at the labor office tomorrow morning.”

With those parting words, she left without hesitation.

Dominic let her go without protest.

After all, nothing was as reliable a motivator as vengeance.

***

The day after Duke, disguised as Dominic, had stirred things up.

As the morning sun shone through the collapsed inner walls, Rex opened his eyes.

“Yaaawn…”

What kind of mess was waiting for him today?

As soon as he got up, he opened his interface.

At the top of the screen, a report labeled ‘Critical Issue’ blinked with an ominous red dot, demanding attention.

Gulp.

Suppressing the creeping anxiety, Rex opened the report.

And the moment he read Duke’s message, which had arrived at dawn, his face turned pale.

The neighboring territory has been kidnapping our citizens and selling them into slavery, then repurchasing them in the trade city to sustain their slave labor.

To falsify administrative records, they periodically return and exchange slaves.

As such, Shadow Knight Duke and Hedonius will eliminate the market and head to the implicated territory.

Panicked, Rex hurriedly sent a message to Duke.

[Wait a second. My own territory isn’t even stabilized yet!]

He wasn’t worried about war.

Why would he fear war when he had a metaphorical nuclear missile in his arsenal?

No, what concerned him was the overwhelming amount of work.

His current territory wasn’t even fully organized, and now the prospect of absorbing another region loomed over him.

At minimum, his workload would double, and when considering economic disparities and administrative integration, it could become an unimaginable nightmare.

But his desperate message never reached the Shadow Knights.

[The target hero has moved out of range!]

A mocking system notification sealed his fate.

Rex’s face turned ghostly pale.

The moment a hero left his territory, his influence over them disappeared.

His vision darkened.

“Why? Why?!”

Since when did the Shadow Knights’ job include territorial conquest?!


Then, for the first time, his eyes landed on a clause in their operational directives—one he had previously overlooked.

If an action is deemed necessary for the security of the territory, knights in the field may act first and report afterward, at their own discretion.

Duke…!

For the first time in ages, the young lord had woken up early.

And before his tiger maid could come wake him, he was already foaming at the mouth and collapsing back onto his bed.



 
  Chapter 29 : Undercover Knight: Dormant Period (1)


It was dawn when Rex was sound asleep.

A time that some might even call early morning.

The undercover knights, who met with the vigilantes at the labor office, were able to obtain information from her.

And with her, they immediately stormed the mayor’s mansion.

Of course, since they were acting based on just one person’s testimony, they didn’t resort to force right away.

“We’re tax inspectors from Youngdo. We’d like to review your ledgers.”

At first, they approached not as knights, but as tax inspectors, attempting the most peaceful conversation possible.

However, the mayor flatly refused to cooperate, as if daring them to do their worst…

“Yes. Refusal to cooperate confirmed. We’ll proceed with a forced inspection.”

As if they’d expected this, the tax inspector (who was actually the dark elf company commander) began the raid.

“I’ll handle things here on my own.”

“Be careful, Master.”

Since there was a female vigilante among their group, the two maintained their cover as the squinting tax inspector and the old butler as they began “cleaning” the mansion.

Though in truth, the cleaning was something the tax inspector could easily do alone.

The mayor and his knights weren’t formidable enough to require old butler Dominic’s intervention.

“Let’s keep it quiet—people are sleeping.”

When he snapped his fingers, the mansion fell into silence.

When he clapped his hands, the less competent members dropped as if falling asleep.

And when he drew his finger horizontally through the air, the few who still resisted had their heads roll across the floor.

“Undercover knight, reporting in!”

As the tax inspector rampaged solo, Dominic watched from the sidelines, shouting the classic line in his heart.

Meanwhile, the vigilantes who accompanied them…

‘This is the tax inspector sent from Youngdo…?’

They couldn’t help but understand why Youngdo had only dispatched these two people.

At the same time, they also understood why such a powerful butler would serve under this so-called tax inspector.

Once the “cleaning” was complete, and in a room soaked with blood, the company commander took out a monocle.

Watching that, Dominic felt satisfied.

‘No doubt about it—he looks like a suspicious tax inspector.’

While the dark elf company commander had disguised himself as a tax inspector—lightening his skin tone and shrinking his ears—he couldn’t do anything about his signature squint and pale irises.

Because of that, just from appearance alone, he looked exactly like a shady mastermind who had disposed of the mayor as a scapegoat.

Apparently, Dominic wasn’t the only one who thought so; the vigilante woman’s eyebrows twitched often in suspicion.

Of course, Dominic knew this 1st company commander was the most diligent and sane among the three commanders, so he felt deep pity in his heart.

While Dominic was lost in idle thoughts instead of focusing on the mission, the commander finished his analysis and reported.

“This mayor has been lining his pockets quite a bit.”

Hyrudin shot a look of disgust at the ledgers.

The city, which had seemed clean on the surface, was simply pushing its filth onto the neighboring territory.

Instead of owning slaves directly in this domain, they had been maintaining slave labor through a trick—transferring ownership to a neighboring domain and leasing them back.

“And yet he had the gall to receive emancipation support funds from the Lord? Absolutely shameless.”

Normally, the proper procedure would be to replace the mayor and request Youngdo to dispatch a new one while waiting in the meantime.

That’s what the tax inspector thought too, as he brought up the next course of action.

“Until a new official is sent from Youngdo…”

“Have you forgotten our promise, Master?”

At the old butler’s pointed interruption, Tax Inspector Hyrudin flinched and glanced nervously at the vigilante woman.

Hyrudin recalled the promise he had made with her.

In exchange for the information she shared, he had agreed to help her get revenge.

But his thoughts as a tax inspector seemed to differ slightly.

“Yes, I did make that promise. But we didn’t know it involved the neighboring domain at the time. In situations like this, we need to approach things carefully.”

“A promise cannot be broken, Master.”

The loyal old butler continued to persuade the tax inspector, invoking a sense of justice.

Dominic wasn’t doing this for her sake, but for the sake of his true self—Duke.

The two of them could easily dismiss the promise through force.

But Dominic’s true self, the honorable knight Duke, would never allow such a thing.

That’s why the butler persisted in persuading Hyrudin.

Seeing his subordinate feigning loyalty like a proper butler, Hyrudin wiped away cold sweat and made excuses.

“Mr. Dominic. It’s not that I won’t keep the promise. I’m angry too. I don’t have the slightest intention of forgiving those thugs who kidnapped our people. But… let’s give it some time. Yes. Starting in a year or so should be fine.”

The inspector advocated for caution.

Perhaps because his true body was a dark elf, his sense of time was skewed.

His argument was valid.

Inter-domain affairs required a cautious approach.

And given the scale—on par with Duke’s nation in his past life—it would naturally take time to act.

However, now that the final boss content had finally been unlocked, Duke had no intention of wasting time on such a dull waiting period.

So he immediately changed his strategy.

‘If logic doesn’t work…?’

‘We go with emotion and appeal.’

The butler slightly shifted back into his Duke persona and spoke to the inspector as if giving sincere advice.

“Even if we deal with this city’s mayor, it’s meaningless if the neighboring domain continues to supply slaves. Besides, even now, people from our territory are being kidnapped into slavery.”

To cure the disease, you must eliminate the source.

“And isn’t it also our mission to spread Lord Rex’s grace to the poor citizens of that domain, who still remain unaware?”

At Dominic’s overly simple and direct appeal, Hyrudin was so moved he forgot to keep up the act.

“As expected…!”

Dominic’s words reminded Hyrudin of the secret meeting they had on the night the Jormungand Knights were formed.

‘Captain never intended to stop at this territory from the very beginning!’

The company commander, his face flushed with excitement, reinterpreted Dominic’s statement.

“Those trapped in caves can only see shadows lit by the fire! Yes! To help them see true happiness, people like us must not shy away from effort! It’s our duty!”

Dominic felt like something had definitely been misunderstood, but he didn’t bother correcting it.

After all, the one who’d suffer the consequences of this subordinate’s rampage was Rex and Rex alone.

As the old butler remained silent, the First Company Commander finished gathering his thoughts and nodded.

“Yes. All of this is to ensure Lord Rex’s will reaches the ends of this land. Let’s help this woman.”

Only then did Dominic nod as well.


“All for the sake of our lord.”

‘Well, they’ll figure it out.’

***

And so, their next destination was decided: the neighboring domain, the Marquessate of Drakun.

By the time Rex woke up that morning, the two had already crossed the border into the marquessate before he could even stop them.

With the vigilante woman guiding them, the group headed deeper into the Marquessate of Drakun.

“Just so you know, I don’t trust people like you.”

“What did we do to deserve that?”

“Squinty eyes. You tried to break our promise yesterday.”

Hyrudin shifted his gaze away, rolling his eyes awkwardly.

Thanks to that, an uncomfortable silence fell over the group.

Wanting to break the tension, old butler Dominic blatantly changed the topic.

“Come to think of it, we haven’t introduced ourselves. Since we’re now in the same boat, shouldn’t we at least know each other’s names?”

He also didn’t want to keep being called “squinty” and “old man.”

She glared at the two from atop her horse…

“Jane.”

“I’m a tax inspector dispatched from the capital, but while we’re working together, please treat me as a fallen noble.”

“I’m Hyrudin.”

“I’m Dominic. A butler, and also a bodyguard.”

She accepted Hyrudin’s introduction easily enough, but tilted her head at Dominic’s.

“A butler and a bodyguard?”

“Yes.”

“Does that even make sense?”

At her question, the two men exchanged glances.

And simultaneously, both thought of Rex’s battle maid, Ari.

“Yes.”

“In our domain, it’s perfectly normal for butlers and maids to also serve in combat roles, miss.”

“???”

Although she was from the neighboring domain, she had visited the Karrognar territory often—and this was news to her.

She didn’t accept it easily and asked again.

“Has that been common knowledge for years?”

“It became common after our lord was newly appointed, miss.”

“So it’s the Earl of Providence’s taste?”

At that question, the two once again thought of Rex and Ari’s relationship.

And then—

“Yes. You could say that.”

“It reflects our lord’s preferences.”

Tax inspector Hyrudin didn’t deny it, while old butler Dominic agreed enthusiastically.

Only then did the elf vigilante, Jane, accept it.

“Well, there are plenty of weirdos among the superhumans.”

Though she said that, she herself was a superhuman of the third tier.

And so, thanks to Rex’s sacrifice(?), the ice was broken.

Their journey went peacefully for about three days.

“The security in the Marquessate is better than I expected.”

At Hyrudin’s murmured comment, Jane scoffed.

“If it were, would I be playing vigilante like this?”

“Are you saying you made all this happen?”

“Hardly. I don’t care about justice. I just…”

She closed her mouth, then rephrased her words.

“Anyway, it has nothing to do with me. From what you’re saying, you don’t seem to know anything about what’s going on in the Marquessate.”

The two men nodded honestly.

Right now, the Providence Earldom was suffering from a chronic manpower shortage.

If they were only loosely collecting taxes and focused on posturing with the neighboring domain, maybe it would’ve been fine—but Rex was taking an active administrative approach.

And manpower doesn’t appear out of nowhere, yet he was ruthlessly purging existing personnel…

‘If Hana hadn’t dispatched people to help, Rex would’ve collapsed by now.’

Under such circumstances, they had no resources to spare for sending spies into the neighboring territory.

Dominic, embarrassed, gave a wrinkled smile.

“Due to our own shortcomings, we only know the rumors.”

And those rumors were simply that the Marquessate had higher taxes compared to other regions, and fewer bandits.

At that, elf vigilante Jane let out a bitter laugh.

“Bandits? Of course there aren’t any. The bandits are the ones controlling the guards.”

“What?”

“The Marquessate is already under the control of the mafia. Why would anyone bother hiding in the mountains to rob people? They just join the mafia and do it in the cities.”

The tax inspector and Hyrudin didn’t immediately understand, tilting their heads in confusion.

Wouldn’t that make them no different from knights?

Sensing their thoughts, she explained the difference between the Marquessate and the Earldom.

“You’ve got knights, and they openly use their authority to take what they want, right? Here, knights take bribes or get blackmailed, and the mafia pulls the strings from behind the scenes.”

According to her, the Marquessate was currently infested by a mafia alliance.

Each city had its own mafia group in control, and together, they formed a union that effectively ran the Marquessate.

Because they didn’t tolerate bandits operating in their territory, security during travel wasn’t an issue—but once you entered a city, that’s when the problems began.

“Law enforcement? That’s not even a joke around here.”

“What’s the lord doing then?”

The tax inspector looked puzzled.

A marquess was a highly powerful individual—he couldn’t comprehend how such a person could be overtaken by a mere criminal organization.

While it was possible that the mafia alliance was stronger, in such cases, they would usually just overthrow the marquess and take power officially.

So the fact that the mafia continued to operate in the shadows through bribery—and that the marquess allowed it—was incomprehensible to the tax inspector.

Even vigilante Jane acknowledged that the situation was strange.

“I don’t know. Some say the lord’s from the mafia alliance himself. Some say he’s just a puppet. Some even say he’s the Godfather’s twin brother. I don’t know the reason, but I do know one thing—the marquess is letting it happen. You’ll understand when you see it for yourself.”

Dominic nodded beside her.

‘Hmm. No idea.’

Of course, even someone as averse to thinking as Dominic could understand this if he tried.

But he simply chose not to.

After all, brains were for people with weak bodies.

He only needed to understand one thing:

‘Basically, I just have to slice up the bad guys in the marquessate and leave the high-ranking ones for Jane, right?’

The unrest and administrative burden that would follow weren’t his or Duke’s problem anyway.

As Duke was organizing his thoughts, Jane turned to Dominic as if something had occurred to her.

“While we’re at it, don’t treat me like a vigilante.”

“Hmm? Did we ever say you were?”

“Your attitude says so.”

“If that’s the case, I apologize. But is there a reason, miss?”

“Those mafia guys started as vigilante groups too. They say they were protecting the marquessate’s traditions from foreign influence or whatever.”

“Ahh.”

Dominic accepted it easily.

“Then I’ll consider you a wandering knight instead.”

“I don’t have such lofty ideals.”

“Well, we’ll see as we go.”

A protagonist who begins with revenge and eventually embraces a greater cause—that was a classic cliché.

Dominic had already decided that she was the protagonist of this arc.

No matter what she said, he wasn’t planning to argue.

“A sense of justice, even if self-imposed, eventually blossoms.”

“Hmph. There’s no such thing as absolute justice. Even those mafia guys—evil is just another form of someone else’s justice.”

“Even so, we must not give up on guarding against evil and pursuing good. To establish relative standards, we must have absolute ones. That’s one of the few truths this old man has come to realize.”

Jane flinched slightly at his words.

For some reason, the tax inspector also looked at her as if enlightened.

‘What the—why are you looking at me like that?’

While this was going on, the group arrived at a city.

Before entering, Jane reminded the two:

“Don’t forget our promise.”

“The alliance executives are yours,” said Dominic.

Behind each city mayor stood a mafia family.

But not every family boss was necessarily part of the central alliance.

That’s why Jane had only asked for the executives—not every mafia boss.

Dominic, recalling her request, nodded.

“In other words, we don’t need to leave the others alive for your sake.”

“Exactly. Just clear the path to the boss. So, to explain the structure of the family ruling this city…”

She looked toward the checkpoint at the city wall and began speaking.

“This place is controlled by an alliance executive, so even the guards at the checkpoint are low-ranking soldato. So first, we’ll need to sneak in—”

But before she could finish, an ominous sound rang out behind her.

Srrrng.

The elderly butler had quietly removed his coat and, with a kind smile, drawn his sword.

A backup hand-axe was strapped to his back, and in each hand, he held a sturdy-looking standard-issue iron sword.

“???”

Jane’s mind was filled with confusion.

Meanwhile, the tax inspector was carefully folding the butler’s coat and placing it atop the saddle.

“What are you doing?”

As Jane stared in disbelief, the butler gave her a warm smile.


“This city belongs to its citizens. We must return it to its rightful owners.”

“Don’t tell me…”

“There’s no reason to bow our heads to thugs squatting in a house they don’t own, is there?”

“Wait—!”

Before she could stop him, the butler charged straight toward the checkpoint.



 
  Chapter 30 : Undercover Knight: Dormant Period (2)


Butler Dominic charged toward the castle gate before Jane could stop him.

The guards, who had never imagined that an old man would draw his sword and rush toward the checkpoint, noticed him too late.

As they hurried inside the outpost, men in suits—who unmistakably looked like mafia members—emerged from where the guards had entered.

“An attack! Which family is it?!”

“Isn’t it the Paolo family?!”

Seeing an old man draw his sword and charge at them with no context, it was only natural for them to jump to such conclusions.

If anything, if someone saw this scene and assumed he was an invader from a neighboring territory sent to enlighten the citizens, they would seriously have to consider whether that person was a delusional lunatic or a prophet.

Dominic didn’t bother correcting their misunderstanding.

The suited men pulled out muskets without even offering a chance to surrender.

“Fire!”

The sight of mafia members firing muskets instead of machine guns caused Dominic some cognitive dissonance, but it wasn’t entirely unfamiliar to him, so he wasn’t too bewildered.

As he watched numerous gun barrels aiming at him, two choices surfaced in his mind.

One option was deflecting—a method that would allow him to showcase his combat prowess in full.

However, if he revealed such a skill too early in the story, it would diminish the impact of future twists.

‘In that case…’

He decided to go with the second option.

Bang!

Around twenty gun barrels erupted with white smoke.

Amid the elongated gunfire, Dominic halted his charge and swiftly threw himself to the side.

Iron balls whizzed past where he had just been, striking the ground with a series of dull thuds.

This level of evasion was something most superhumans could manage.

If a superhuman was at an adequate distance and knew all the shots were aimed at them, this wasn’t even considered a special feat.

Dominic resumed his charge.

Among the soldato (rank-and-file soldiers), a capo (squad leader) altered the orders.

“Create a wide barrage! Reload! Fire!”

Following the capo’s command, the soldiers adjusted their aim to cover a broader area, making it harder to dodge.

However, Dominic evaded their attacks by taking cover behind a tree.

Since they had expanded their coverage, the concentrated power of each shot was weaker, making his strategy feasible.

After one round of fire, Dominic sprinted forward again.

The capo attempted to order a third volley—

Whoosh!

A hand axe whistled through the air.

With a sickening crunch, it shattered the capo’s skull, sending his body tumbling backward.

Instinctively, the musket-wielding soldiers turned their heads.

Their eyes fixated on the crimson pool spreading across the ground.

For a brief moment, the shocking sight made them forget the situation they were in.

Though they were low-level members of a crime syndicate, accustomed to blood and death, it still took them a second to snap back to reality.

“You spill the blood of others so easily, yet your own seems unfamiliar to you.”

By then, the devil was already upon them.

“Draw swords!”

Had the capo been alive, that would have been his command.

The soldiers abandoned their muskets and reached for their swords.

But before they could even unsheath them, Dominic’s blade sliced through their wrists.

As severed hands flew through the air, the old butler continued his attack without stopping, muttering,

“Don’t call it cowardly. For an old man, this is the only way to survive.”

Of course, none of those listening would survive, but it was a kind character explanation for the female vigilante watching from behind.

Dominic spun his body, forming a silver arc, and then brought his sword down slightly slower than before.

He immediately moved away, and a moment later, the surrounding mafia members erupted into fountains of blood.

Having turned the checkpoint into a sea of blood in an instant, the old butler returned to his group with a benevolent smile and said,

“It’s quite sad that, in my old age, I have to resort to such tricks.”

Hearing those words, Jane, the vigilante, swallowed hard as she took in the sight of the bodies, their upper and lower halves separated.

‘What in the world was I fighting against?’

He wasn’t stronger than the tax official.

If it had been that official from the mansion, he would have swept through the checkpoint like a silent storm, leaving no trace.

But this old butler’s strength wasn’t of that kind.

‘I could replicate that if I tried.’

But recalling and executing it in real combat were entirely different matters.

Jane called this experience.

The presence she felt from the old man’s body was Third Rank.

However, his experience was beyond what mere ranks could define.

The tax official’s strength was straightforward, something she could strategize against.

But the old butler was unpredictable.

That made him even more terrifying.

Realizing this, even his kind smile looked different.

It wasn’t the serene smile of someone detached from the world.

It was the confidence of a man who knew that, no matter what happened, he could handle it with those two swords.

‘Damn it. I underestimated him just because he was old.’

Among superhumans who could slow their aging, being visibly aged usually meant they had reached the limits of their talent.

That was why she had looked down on him.

‘But maybe that’s not the case.’

Perhaps he was simply a weirdo who had accepted aging.

Jane revised her assessment of the old man.

‘Come to think of it, he was sent as a bodyguard by the regime that overthrew Count Karrognar.’

Originally, she had only planned to assassinate the mafia union’s executives.

With such a small group, wiping out the entire family and liberating the city was an impossible dream.

But after witnessing the combat prowess of those two, she had no choice but to reconsider.

‘Maybe, with these two…’

Perhaps she could afford the luxury of pursuing justice.

In the midst of her bleak reality, the woman’s heart began to beat with renewed purpose.


***

“Ukiiik—!”

A monkey beastman (who was simply a bit furrier than usual) let out a death cry and collapsed to the ground.

He was an executive of the mafia union and the boss of Schim Familia, which ruled this city.

Jane, the red-haired elf, panted as she wiped the blood off her sword.

“That’s one down.”

Inside the room where the boss had fallen, she replayed the fierce battle in her mind.

His strength was almost equal to hers.

If the two people who had come with her hadn’t kept the other executives at bay, she might have lost.

That was how she managed to take down one of the nine executives.

Yet, even after avenging herself, she didn’t feel satisfied.

‘That guy… at the very end…’

Their skills were similar.

And yet, she had won without a scratch, merely out of breath.

That was because he hadn’t been able to focus on the fight.

He had been too worried about his subordinates.

Jane lightly bit her lip as she gazed at the fallen boss’s corpse.

Even in his final moments, he wasn’t enraged because of his own death.

“My children!!!”

He had truly considered his subordinates as family.

Otherwise, it wouldn’t make sense why he hadn’t used his trump card, even at the moment of death.

With a grim expression, Jane turned her gaze outside the room.

The hallway was filled with mafia corpses.

Amid the mountain of bodies, the squinting tax official and the mysterious old butler were chatting casually.

“Cleaning this up will take quite some time.”

“I fought too messily. I’ll be more careful next time.”

“No, it’s fine, butler. I can handle this much with my magic.”

The way they treated human corpses like mere garbage was almost chilling.

But what unsettled Jane even more was knowing exactly what they had done.

They had deliberately lured the boss’s subordinates closer to restrict his use of powerful techniques.

Especially that old butler—whenever the boss seemed like he might unleash a big move, he would decapitate a mafia executive and send the head flying high, forcing the boss to hesitate.

“…Tch.”

Unpleasant.

‘At this rate, I’m the one who looks like the villain.’

For a moment, Jane thought that way, but she shook her head, dismissing the thought.

‘Who am I to act like some champion of justice?’

She dismissed her earlier thoughts as hypocrisy and redefined the source of her discomfort.

‘Yeah. This is just my frustration at a broken promise.’

It was never a lingering sense of justice in her heart.

Scoffing at herself for continuing to pursue such hypocrisy, she approached the two men.

The old butler greeted her with a gentle smile and handed her a handkerchief.

“Are you finished?”

“Next time, don’t interfere.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand what you mean.”

“I’m not an idiot.”

“…I apologize. That was an overstep on my part.”

“I’ll accept your apology.”

She wiped the blood off her face with the handkerchief.

After handing it back to the butler, she didn’t even glance at the tax officer using magic to dispose of the bodies. Instead, she made her way toward the exit.

“Hoo…”

Hiding her exhaustion and maintaining a strong facade, she walked out.

There was a slight urgency in her steps.

Right after killing the boss, she had gained a realization—something she wanted to internalize in that room, alone.

But if the old butler realized she was on the verge of ascending to the next level, she feared he might stab her in the back.

As she walked, Dominic called out to her.

“Miss.”

“I’m not your ‘miss.’”

She was aware that she was being petty, but she didn’t bother correcting her attitude.

Dominic, however, showed no sign of displeasure and instead maintained a kind demeanor.

“Then shall I call you ‘lady’ instead?”

“Disgusting.”

“Then I’ll keep calling you ‘miss.’ Miss, did you just gain an enlightenment?”

She had her back turned, but her head shifted slightly toward him.

That alone was enough of an answer.

Her heart started pounding violently.

Whether he knew how she felt or not, the butler spoke in a warning tone.

“You must not take bloodlust as your enlightenment.”

Clench.

She had already been feeling unpleasant, and now, she was even more irritated.

“And who are you to say that? My teacher?”

“No. But as an old man who has achieved nothing, I can’t stand by and watch a young person run headfirst off a cliff.”

“Mind your own business.”

“Hmmm.”

Dominic quickly analyzed her.

Persuasion through authority and words, like he did with Ari, wouldn’t work on her in this state.

However, he couldn’t just let the protagonist of this story fall into darkness so soon.

If she did, wouldn’t that make it harder for him to play the role of the final boss properly?

‘In that case…’

After organizing his thoughts, Dominic let out a deep sigh.

A thick, suffocating bloodlust emanated from his elderly body.

‘!!!’

Jane’s body froze under its weight.

‘What kind of old man…’

She could almost hear the cries of the dead beyond the overwhelming bloodlust, as if it was showing her just how many corpses this man had piled up.

The once-gentle smile on Dominic’s face was now hidden beneath a shadow, his eyes glowing red in the darkness.

It was now unclear whether she should even call him an old man.

The monstrous being before her spoke.

“I do not wish… to cut down another beast drunk on blood.”

Was it just her imagination, or was there deep regret in that statement, despite how much it sounded like a threat?

Instinctively, she nodded.

A silent vow never to take bloodlust as her enlightenment again.


Only then did the old man withdraw his killing intent, straightening his clothes as he returned to his usual self.

“Miss, one foolish old man walking that blood-soaked path is more than enough.”

With a satisfied smile, the butler walked back to his master, the tax officer.

Jane couldn’t take her eyes off his retreating figure.





 
  Chapter 31 : Undercover Knight: Dormant Period (3)


The liberation of one city had come to an end.

The group continued their journey toward the next city.

During their travels, Jane found herself constantly thinking about the old butler, Dominic.

When she first encountered the killing intent he had unleashed back at the mansion, she had taken it as a warning, much like those given by transcendent beings approaching their peak.

However, upon returning to their lodgings and reflecting on it, she realized Dominic’s words had little to do with such matters.

Thinking back to the warning he gave and the look in his eyes after he withdrew his killing intent, it was clear—he was genuinely worried about her.

‘Just what happened in his past?’

She gazed at the old man riding beside her.

‘He might not be just a simple escort.’

For a brief moment, she found herself curious about his past, but she quickly suppressed her curiosity.

There were more important matters to focus on.

‘In the end, we’ll part ways when this is all over. What’s the point in knowing now?’

She shifted her gaze forward, letting go of her interest in the old man.

The gates of a new city came into view.

***

The liberation of the second city was not much different from the first.

Dominic broke through the gates.

While the squinting tax officer handled the grunts with magic,

Jane engaged in a one-on-one duel with the mafia family’s boss.

The second boss was a minotaur wielding a massive hammer.

His spiked hammer was infamous for turning both shields and people into minced meat.

‘A meat tenderizer.’

Jane vaguely remembered that he had some nickname starting with “Don,” but Dominic had no intention of wasting his mental capacity on such a minor character.

Instead, he simply dubbed him Donkatsu and observed his battle with Jane.

Jane narrowly dodged Donkatsu’s hammer, launching counterattacks in return.

Her relentless aggression, never allowing a single ineffective strike, was commendable.

However…

‘She’s too reckless.’

Her evasions were dangerously close.

Since the number of times she could dodge and counterattack was already predetermined, taking such unnecessary risks was inefficient.

‘She’s anxious.’

Dominic could see the desperation in her movements.

She was fighting with the urgency of someone willing to burn themselves out just to complete their revenge.

‘At this rate…’

Smack!

‘As expected.’

In the end, her reckless gamble resulted in a mistake—she failed to fully dodge an attack.

Although she barely managed to block it with her sword, the weapon snapped, and her left arm twisted in an unnatural direction.

Dominic’s fingers twitched slightly.

But recalling his promise to her, he maintained his silence, keeping his role as a mere observer.

“Found an opening!”

Slash!

Seizing the opportunity, a mafia soldier lunged at her—only to be instantly cut into four pieces.

Dominic turned his attention back to Jane.

“Boé!”

In response to her cry, a green aura surged down her back, flowing like a river.

Her speed increased, leaving a trail of green energy behind her, resembling a fluttering cape.

“Parkel!”

At her second shout, a crimson glow spread across her eyes.

“Guld!”

With her third chant, a golden helmet materialized over her head.

Having stacked three buffs on herself, Jane forcefully reset her twisted left arm into place and picked up her broken sword.

Transformed, she was now faster and stronger than before—beyond comparison.

However, the old butler and the squinting tax officer looked at her with concern.

“She’s using Spirit Possession.”

“What a reckless thing to do…”

The technique she had just activated was an ancient elven spell, similar to the “Spirit Descent” used by beastmen.

By allowing contracted spirits to possess their bodies, the user gained specific powers.

If the beastmen’s Spirit Descent was a technique that consumed stamina in exchange for a dramatic increase in strength and speed,

the elves’ Spirit Possession was less potent but granted unique abilities.

However, Jane’s method was far more reckless and dangerous.

“She let three spirits possess her at once.”

The squinting tax officer muttered while using magic to push corpses into a corner, speaking to Dominic.

Lacking in quality?

Then compensate with quantity.

She had countered the lower enhancement of Spirit Possession by invoking multiple spirits at once.

“Of course, such a method exists, but if she makes a mistake, her mind could collapse completely.”

Just as beastmen had to resist being overtaken by their primal instincts when using Spirit Descent,

those who used Spirit Possession had to withstand being consumed by the spirits’ will.

And possessing three spirits at once meant the risk of losing oneself was exponentially higher.

Elves who repeatedly used Spirit Possession and became completely consumed lost their human sensibilities, developing an entirely different mindset—one akin to spirits.

“Huh? Humans can just be born again, can’t they?”

“If they die, they turn into fertilizer. If that maintains the ecosystem, isn’t that a good thing?”

That was the kind of eerie, detached logic those elves began to spout.

Since the squinting tax officer, Hyrudin, was a dark elf himself, he had encountered many such “spirit-infected” elves before.

That was why he was worried about Jane becoming one of them.

…Or at least, that was his initial concern.

“Now that I think about it, she’s already had a lot of moments where she sounded like one. If she gets worse, traveling with her is going to be exhausting…”

…He was worried, to some extent.


Ignoring Hyrudin’s muttering, Dominic continued watching Jane’s battle.

A moth drawn to a flame.

That was what she looked like now.

The fight reached its climax.

Donkatsu—the hammer-wielding boss—activated his own Spirit Descent, leading to a brutal clash.

But in the end, Jane emerged victorious by unleashing the special abilities of her spirits.

“Aaaargh!”

“Guh…”

Letting out a bone-rattling scream, she slammed her golden helmet down on the boss’s head, shattering it.

Thus, she successfully eliminated the second officer of the Union.

“Good work.”

As he had done before, Dominic extended a towel to her.

However, Jane’s eyes remained unfocused, staring blankly into the air, seemingly unaware of the towel being offered.

“…She’s unconscious.”

With a sigh, Dominic lifted her blood-soaked body.

He paid no mind to the blood staining his own clothes.

***

Several hours later.

When Jane finally opened her eyes again, she found herself in a hospital room in the liberated city.

As she sat up, the towel that had been placed on her forehead slid off.

Plop.

It landed on her thigh, but she paid it no attention.

Instead, she glanced around.

The night had already fallen outside, and the streets were silent.

With a dull headache, she recalled her last memory.

‘The boss…’

She had finished him with a helmet strike, no doubt about it.

That wretched minotaur—she had succeeded in killing him.

The sensation of his skull shattering beneath her blow was still vivid in her mind.

And yet, for some reason, she didn’t feel satisfied.

Click.

Clicking her tongue, she swung her legs over the side of the bed.

At that moment, from the shadowed corner of the hospital room, Dominic’s voice rang out.

“It has been a week.”

“Kyaah! Damn it! You scared the life out of me!”

“Judging by your voice, it seems you’ve recovered your strength.”

“At least make some noise before you—wait. A week? I was out for that long?”

“Oh, thankfully, your sense of time is intact. That was a joke. It’s been seven hours, not seven days.”

“This old man, seriously…”

“It looks like you’ve fully recovered. Congratulations. You crossed the threshold of death about ten times in the past seven hours, so I was quite worried.”

“…”

Only then did she notice the items placed beside the old butler.

Stiffened red towels and clean ones soaked in clear water.

Noticing her gaze, the butler gave a gentle smile.

“You had a severe fever due to the spirit possession. If things had gone wrong, your revenge might have ended here.”

“…Thanks.”

“Think nothing of it. Please get some rest.”

With the impeccable posture of a model butler, Dominic bowed to her and left the room.

Even in his exit, there was not a single hint of disorder in his demeanor.

To her, that perfection was something to envy.

It felt as if he carried the certainty of a hopeful future, while she… she was merely rushing toward destruction.

Watching that flawless butler, she couldn’t help but feel small in comparison.

“Sigh…”

Pushing aside the damp towel that had fallen on her thigh, she climbed out of bed.

The night was dark, with even the moon hidden behind the shadows.

As she approached the window, it reflected her image like a mirror.

From the reflection, she saw a girl who once played joyfully in a peaceful home, wearing a flower crown.

But that life was stolen—trampled under the feet of arrogant higher beings.

And even the new home she tried to build was burned down under the banner of so-called justice.

 “Jane! Run!”

“You know Daddy loves you, right?”

Like a nightmare, her past played out before her eyes in the reflection.

A burning village.

The cruel laughter of those high-born monsters.

The shouts of the vigilantes who stole her happiness in the name of justice.

Clench.

Her fist tightened as she stared at the window, which was like a mirror.

Her revenge was progressing smoothly.

So why did the pain only grow worse?

As her chest tightened with agony, she bit her lip lightly and changed her thoughts.

‘This is better.’

If anger was her driving force, then it was best to hold onto it until her revenge was complete.

She justified her state of mind—but just then.

Thud.

Thud.

A strange noise echoed from the hallway.

“?”

Snapping out of her thoughts, she turned toward the sound.

‘An intruder?’

She instinctively tried to gather mana.

But her last battle had drained her completely—she had nothing left.

Clicking her tongue in frustration, she instead reached for a backup dagger and prepared to face the intruder.

Thud.

Thud.

The noise continued, the footsteps approaching her door.

Then, just outside her room, they stopped.

Silence followed.

Knock, knock.

“Miss Jane. It’s Dominic. I’ve brought some food. May I come in?”

A familiar old voice requested permission.

But she knew there were many people in this world who could mimic voices.

So she kept her guard up and questioned him.

“Prove that you’re Dominic.”

“Would you like me to tell you how many beauty marks you have on your body?”

Her thoughts came to a screeching halt.

‘Wait.’

Her gaze flickered between the hospital room, her freshly washed body, and the patient gown she was now wearing.

Taking all those details into account, she reached a single conclusion.

“You perverted old man!!!”

Bang!

She flung the door open with enough force to nearly rip it off its hinges.

And there, standing with a kind smile, was the elderly butler.

“It was a joke. The nurses took care of it.”

“…You sly old raccoon.”

“I brought some soup. It will help with your recovery.”

“I’m not eating.”

Like a child refusing food out of stubbornness, she rejected the meal.

Part of it was her resistance toward Dominic, but more than that, it was guilt.

She had just been lost in her past, and she wasn’t in the mood to swallow anything down.

Dominic’s blue eyes studied the sulking woman.

Then, the old man, who seemed to have many stories of his own, spoke.

“If you burn yourself out now, what will you have left to burn when you finally face the one you truly need to take revenge on? Do you plan to ignite a fire with ashes?”

“What do you know…?”

“Revenge isn’t something you achieve by burning everything. It’s something you prepare for—by sharpening your blade, eating well, sleeping well, and waiting for the right moment.”

“You talk as if you’ve done it yourself.”

“What does an old man’s past matter?”

Dominic brushed it off with a smile.

For a brief moment, memories flickered through his mind—a dragon that had cut in line and messed up his plans, and the three years he spent hunting it down just to slit its throat.

But he kept those thoughts to himself.

With his usual kind smile, Dominic handed her the tray with soup and bread.

“Don’t become a moth drawn to the flame. Revenge is only complete when you find happiness after it’s over.”

“That’s unexpected.”

“What do you mean?”

“A man who once told me not to seek enlightenment through murder is now giving me advice on revenge.”

“I never denied revenge. But if you stop growing once it’s done, you’ll end up in the same miserable state as your enemy, won’t you?”

“I think I get what you’re saying.”

In other words—she should think about what comes after revenge.

And she mustn’t let herself become a blood-drunk monster obsessed with vengeance.

A small part of her resonated with the butler’s words.

“Thanks.”

“Think nothing of it. If you ever need this old man’s advice again, don’t hesitate to ask.”

Jane nodded.

Dominic gave a small nod in return and turned toward the door.

Just before he left, she called out to his back.

“Why are you being so kind to me?”

“I’ve told you before. A man who’s accomplished nothing in his life will, in his twilight years, want to leave behind at least one thing.”

With that, the old butler left the room.

For a brief moment, as she watched his snow-white hair, she thought—it looked like the remnants of something that had already burned away.

***

Dominic left Jane’s room.

As he turned a corner in the hospital corridor, he was greeted by a scene of blood and corpses strewn across the floor.

“One, two… eight. Hmm…”

He counted the bodies and gave a small nod.

“I should report this to the master.”

Leaving the corpses behind, the butler made his way toward the squinting tax official.

The moment Dominic left, one of the fallen bodies twitched and slowly rose.

“Damn it. I need to inform Father.”

The figure, clad in a black mask, abandoned his fallen comrades and swiftly opened a window, disappearing into the night.


With one less corpse in the hallway, Dominic finally arrived at the tax official’s office.

“There were seven uninvited guests,” he said. “I apologize for the late hour, but could I trouble you to clean up, Master?”

The squinting tax official readily agreed to the butler’s request.

As the official erased all traces of the bodies, Dominic let out a silent burst of laughter in his mind.

‘It’s about time they realized I’m here.’



 
  Chapter 32 : Butler and Lady (1)


Gathering of the Great Family

Every three months, all the bosses of the mafia alliance under the Drakun Marquisate would hold a meeting.

This tradition was upheld by the firm belief of the alliance’s supreme leader, the boss of all bosses—the Godfather.

“A child who does not show their face to their father at least once every three months is no longer family.”

Attendance at this gathering was mandatory.

Unless one had an urgent matter and obtained prior approval, missing the meeting was considered an act of betrayal.

Thus, when two high-ranking executives (who were also his sons in the organization) were absent from this regular gathering, the Godfather slammed his desk in half with rage.

“Those bastards! Drag them before me at once!”

A man with long black hair and crimson eyes flared up in fury.

The ‘children’ present in the room shrank under the wrath of the Big Father, whose obsidian-like horns had grown into a crown-like shape.

“Send the Executors! Bring them back alive and make them kneel before me!”

To convey their father’s disappointment and anger, eight Executors were dispatched to the cities of the two absent executives.

And two weeks later…

Only one of the dispatched Executors returned to the Godfather’s side.

“Huff… Huff… Father…”

The man stumbled into the room, his left arm missing, his body covered in scars, drenched in blood and sweat.

Upon seeing this, the Godfather immediately assumed treachery and crushed the armrest of his chair.

His ruby-red eyes narrowed into slits, and scales began to emerge all over his body.

“How dare you… betray your father?”

The air grew heavier, responding to his fury.

Dragon Fear.

Just by perceiving his presence, lesser beings could barely manage to breathe through their terror.

In the midst of that suffocating pressure, the Executor forced himself to speak, squeezing out words from the depths of his core.

“The Young Masters… have perished.”

The Godfather, who had begun to transform, reverted to his human form and staggered.

He had sent people to discipline his wayward sons, but what returned was news of their deaths.

Though they were not bound by blood, the souls that had been tied together through bonds stronger than lineage—through alcohol, through brotherhood—were now gone from this world.

A single tear welled up in the Godfather’s crimson pupils.

“And their sons?”

“They have all perished.”

“I see…”

The young man called the Godfather embraced the one-armed Executor.

“I will not hold you responsible for this failure. You should rest now.”

“I am sorry, Father…”

“No, you did well to survive.”

After sending the Executor away, the Godfather slumped into his chair, lost in thought.

Then, he began writing letters to the other bosses and executives of the alliance.

“My sons have committed the greatest of sins—they have left this world before their father.”

“I long to hold a funeral for them, but their murderers still remain in this land.”

“Take their heads and avenge your fallen brothers.”

“According to the son who survived, the enemies operate in a trio—an elven woman, an elderly man in a suit, and a young man with slit eyes.”

“Their ranks are Third, Third, and Fourth Tier respectively.”

“Two of ours have already fallen. Do not let pride drive you to fight alone—always act alongside your brothers.”

“Never commit the sin of leaving this world before your father.”

With that, the Godfather repeatedly emphasized his warnings to his children.

One week later…

“Two more Young Masters have perished.”

When that news reached the Godfather’s mansion, a sorrowful dragon’s roar resounded throughout the city.

***

“Looks like they’re starting to catch on.”

Standing before the corpses of two mafia bosses, Dominic spoke.

Jane, unfazed, responded nonchalantly.

“When their lives are on the line, whether it’s law enforcement or the criminal underworld, people tend to become diligent. Not exactly surprising.”

Dominic nodded in agreement.

If someone could have peeked into Dominic’s mind at that moment, they might have scolded him, questioning how he could say such a thing with a straight face.

However, Jane, unaware of his true thoughts, bowed her head toward the old butler.

“Thanks. For leaving one for me.”

No matter how much Jane had grown through her recent life-or-death battles, she wasn’t yet at the level where she could take on two bosses at once.

To support her, Dominic had handled one opponent while she fought the other.

However, he had done so without counterattacking, only evading.

“You didn’t push yourself too hard because of me, did you?”

“Though I may have lost some of my edge compared to my younger days, I am not yet so old as to be wounded by the claws of a mere beast.”

“Then I’ll be counting on you next time too.”

“As you wish, my lady.”

The corner of her mouth twitched at his respectful bow.

Over the past few months, she had grown used to hearing that word—”my lady.”

It was an oddly sentimental term, making her feel like the noblewoman of a fairy tale.

At times, it even gave her the illusion that she was his master.

But recalling the old butler’s true affiliation, she shook her head and returned to reality.

Instead, she voiced a question that had been on her mind throughout the entire battle.

“I’ve always been curious—did you ever learn how to fight from someone?”

During this fight, she had noticed something.

His style was similar to hers.

Rather than following a specific school or tradition, he relied on fundamental techniques and adaptability.

His way of fighting felt strangely familiar.

To her question, Dominic gave a small nod.

“No. I taught myself.”

“I figured.”

He wasn’t much different from her, absorbing whatever he could in his pursuit of strength.


Piecing together the hints the old butler had dropped over time, Jane was certain—he had walked a path similar to hers.

She didn’t know his circumstances, but he, too, must have burned himself away in pursuit of revenge.

That realization led her to a decision.

After some thought, she bowed her head slightly.

“Would you teach me how to fight?”

Since their styles shared the same roots, inheriting his techniques wouldn’t be difficult.

Under normal circumstances, asking someone for instruction was a dangerous move in this world.

To a master, a disciple was merely a well-forged weapon.

And to a disciple, a master was a stepping stone to be surpassed.

At the beginning of her journey, when she couldn’t trust this old butler, she had never even considered asking him for guidance.

She had only planned to use him to complete her revenge.

But after traveling together for months, she had come to trust him—at least a little.

(Unlike that squinty-eyed tax officer. He was still suspicious.)

“I have nothing to offer you in return right now. But once my revenge is complete…”

“That’s fine.”

“…What?”

“I will teach you.”

His response caught her off guard.

Normally, a master-disciple relationship was one of two things—either a mutual hunt for power or a business transaction.

But Dominic had simply chosen to grant her this knowledge out of kindness.

It was an unfamiliar form of goodwill in her barren world.

Because of that, she couldn’t trust it so easily.

“What’s in it for you?”

“Between piling more ash on a dead fire and seeing a flower bloom, I find the latter far more beautiful. That is payment enough for me.”

“A flower? Are you trying to flirt with me?”

“Haha. If you see this old man as youthful enough for that, I am honored. But you don’t need to understand what I mean just yet.”

Jane tilted her head at his cryptic words.

“…Alright. Then I’ll be counting on you from now on, Dominic.”

***

A few weeks passed.

During their travels, the old butler taught her how to fight in his spare time.

“A sword requires finesse, not brute force. If you’re not confident you can cut your opponent in half in one strike, then think of it as adding more wounds instead.”

“A single precise strike to a vital point is far deadlier than dozens of shallow cuts. Calm your impatience and try to approach things with more composure.”

“When running, if you know in advance when the signal will go off, you can start half a beat faster.

The same goes for combat.

If neither side is overwhelmingly strong, a duel ultimately comes down to a battle of wits.”

The old man’s fighting style was cunning and unconventional.

He exploited his enemy’s line of sight, the environment, and unexpected actions to create openings.

He compensated for his physical limitations with skill and technique rather than raw speed.

Jane found his methods very much to her liking.

“Were you an adventurer?”

“I was, back in my younger days.”

“I knew it.”

Since she had also started as an adventurer and climbed to her current level, she was able to absorb his techniques like a sponge.

And in the process, she also naturally came to understand his mindset.

“You must have been pretty ruthless in your youth, huh?”

“Heh.”

The old butler merely laughed off her question.

Jane didn’t press further.

The hints he had dropped were enough for her to piece together his past.

That day’s lesson ended, and the two of them went into town to buy groceries.

Since the squinty-eyed tax officer was a high-ranking figure, preparing meals fell to Jane and Dominic.

(What Jane didn’t know was that the tax officer himself found this situation unbearably awkward.)

As they strolled through the streets of a city they had once liberated, Jane noticed the smiles on people’s faces.

The citizens no longer feared the mafia’s gunfights or extortion fees.

They could now walk the streets freely and live their daily lives without worry.

“Long live the Vigilantes!”

From what she had heard, after her group’s rampage, Rex had sent an administrative officer to stabilize the city, preventing major chaos.

Rumors traveled fast, and as a result, her group had gained a reputation as a band of vigilantes liberating cities.

The increased surveillance between cities was a hassle, but the citizens’ support for her continued to grow.

Children, lovers, parents, the elderly.

Hearing so many people chant her name stirred a warm, unfamiliar feeling inside her.

Noticing her reaction, Dominic smiled with satisfaction.

“Do you see it now?”

“…”

“Revenge? I won’t say it’s wrong. But in the end, isn’t revenge just an act of self-satisfaction?If that’s the case, then thinking about happiness after it’s over isn’t a bad idea either.”

“I…”

“Whether the ashes left behind become barren ruins or fertile soil for new life depends on how you choose to see it.”

Jane nodded.

Then, reaching out toward the old butler—

“It’s too soon to be having this discussion, don’t you think?”

She grabbed the wrist of an assassin swinging a hatchet at Dominic’s neck.

Ignoring the struggling attacker, she turned to Dominic and spoke.

“You’re getting too relaxed.

What if you let your guard down and died just like that?”

Dominic chuckled and pointed downward.

Following his gaze, Jane saw a white wire extending from his glove, wrapping tightly around the hatchet’s handle.

She smirked.

“Crafty old man.”

“Thank you for your concern, my lady.”

Dominic flicked his fingers.

Clang.

The severed hatchet head clattered to the ground.


Taking that as her cue, Jane clenched her fist and drove it into the attacker’s chin.

Meanwhile, Dominic spread his wires outward, slicing through the ankles of the surrounding enemies.

Jane shouted, “Dominic! Don’t let a single one escape!”

“Understood, my lady.”

As always, the old butler responded with a polite salute before carrying out her order.



 
  Chapter 33 : Butler and Lady (2)


Marquis Drakun’s Territory, Month Two of “Inspection”—No, Conquest.

When night falls and everyone is asleep, the squinting tax officer, Hyrudin, returns to his role as the Dark Elf company commander, Hedonius.

With his beloved fountain pen, he writes reports as if drafting letters.

While Dominic and Jane liberate cities through sheer force and take their rest, his time to shine truly begins.

His first task is to compile a list of necessary administrative duties for the city.

If they were within the domain, Lord Rex would have automatically analyzed the city’s condition and dispatched personnel accordingly.

Even from afar, an administrator’s thoughts would be converted into text and transmitted with ease.

But here, in this barren and distant land beyond Rex’s grace, he had to handle everything manually.

He was experiencing firsthand why bureaucrats, the longer they worked under Rex, naturally grew more loyal.

“A fountain pen does have its charm, I suppose.”

Feeling the scratch of the nib against paper, he carefully composed his report in elegant handwriting.

This region lacks proper education and welfare; appropriate personnel must be dispatched.

That area’s sewage system is in shambles; skilled engineers need to be sent.

Hedonius meticulously documented the state of these cities, ensuring that even the details Rex had yet to grasp were thoroughly recorded in his report.

Once he spent a week completing the report, it was time to return to his role as the squinting tax officer and join the battle to liberate the next city.

A relentless campaign, grinding people down like cogs in a machine.

Meanwhile, Duke—the one responsible for this entire mess—was solely focused on raising Jane, the elf who had accompanied them.

But Hedonius held no resentment toward Duke.

“What can one truly achieve upon the ashes of vengeance?”

Once upon a time, Duke had saved him in the same way.

Hedonius was an elf cast out from the forest.

The reason?

A mere Dark Elf, a third-class citizen, had dared to stand on equal footing with the “noble” High Elves.

Banished by them, sold off to a research facility, and somehow, against all odds, he met Rex.

Back then, his heart burned with a singular desire—to one day set the World Tree ablaze.

But during his time in the Count’s domain, where he spent his nights freeing slaves and reporting to Duke, Duke would counsel him every evening.

“I won’t deny your desire for revenge. But when the time comes to burn the World Tree, do you really need to be the one who becomes the flame?”

Duke never spouted empty platitudes like revenge is wrong or it will only destroy you.

Instead, he acknowledged Hedonius’s thirst for vengeance as part of his life.

He simply showed him what he had been too consumed by revenge to see.

And from that moment on, Hedonius’s life changed drastically.

By liberating slaves, he learned what it meant to have pride.

Working tirelessly under Duke, he discovered the happiness of being recognized by others.

Under Rex’s rule, as the Count’s domain transformed day by day, the number of things he held dear grew.

Eventually, revenge became something that no longer mattered.

Or so he had thought.

But in the early stages of this journey, when he met the woman named Jane, he realized—he had never truly let go of his hatred.

At the time, he had viewed Jane as nothing more than a vigilante indulging in a filthy “hero” act, violating the sacred laws established by Lord Rex.

That was why he had been reluctant to help her.

But looking back now, the truth was simple.

He had hated her simply because she was an elf.

The pale-skinned, long-eared creatures who had cast him out of the forest.

His resentment had bled into his actions without him even realizing it.

“In the end, I’m no different from those humans I despise.”

He paused his writing and let out a self-deprecating smile.

If Duke hadn’t been there, he would have ended up just like them—an ugly, wretched elf consumed by vengeance.

That thought made it impossible for him to resent Duke for helping her.

As the journey continued and Duke worked to save her, Hedonius was also being saved.

‘He must have seen all of this from the very beginning.’

Of course, he didn’t actually believe that Duke had joined this journey just to save him.

That would be too self-indulgent.

But if Duke had started this journey simply because he couldn’t turn a blind eye to her, that made perfect sense.

“…Truly, standing before him makes the title of ‘wise man’ feel shameful.”

Hedonius resumed writing and completed his report.

Then, he summoned an eagle and secured the report-filled satchel to its back.

“Deliver this to Lord Rex.”

The eagle gave a small nod before soaring into the night sky.

A few days later, at dawn—

An eagle landed on the window of Rex’s office.

The count, dark circles heavy under his eyes, locked eyes with the bird.

“…Is this for real?”

“Coo?”

Of course, asking the eagle was pointless.

It couldn’t even comprehend the question.

Rex sighed, fed the bird some meat, and retrieved the stack of reports from its back.

After scanning through the contents, his face twisted into a grimace as he turned to his maid.

“Ari.”

“Yes, Master?”

“Does liberating a city every week make any logical sense?”

“As expected of Lord Duke!”

“… …”

He was pretty sure she had sworn absolute loyalty to him, so why didn’t she ever sympathize with his struggles?

Letting out another deep sigh, Rex opened his interface.

[New city added!]

A golden congratulatory message popped up, as if mocking him.

Rex leaned back in his chair and pressed his fingers against his eyelids.

“Why can’t I ever be happy…?”

In the corner of his vision, Duke’s skill window glowed, almost as if winking at him.

***


While Rex was slowly dying in his office, Duke was having a wonderful time.

‘The protagonist is growing well.’

For a final boss to shine, the protagonist had to grow.

The most important factor wasn’t strength but conviction.

Combat prowess was merely a tool to highlight the clash between the protagonist and the final boss.

The final boss’s true role was to obstruct the protagonist’s beliefs and goals.

‘Jane was pretty lacking as a protagonist at first.’

She harbored thoughts of revenge, but she had no conviction.

So, he had helped her develop something worthy of being called a conviction.

‘Looks like it’s finally taken shape.’

Once driven solely by revenge, she had now grasped a greater cause.

As she carried out her vengeance, a noble ideal had begun to take root—she wanted to ensure that no more children in this land would suffer as she had.

As proof, she no longer rushed from one city to the next immediately after liberation.

She now took care of the aftermath.

She even occasionally inquired about the well-being of the cities they had freed, showing concern for their people.

Now that her conviction had bloomed, all that remained was a proper clash.

‘What kind of story would be best?’

Duke ran through a few possible scenarios in his mind.

The betrayal route was the first option.

A grand twist where it turned out he had secretly been manipulating the mafia from the shadows all along.

It wouldn’t be difficult to pull off.

All he had to do was eliminate the mafia leader she had her sights on and take the seat for himself.

The dead tell no tales, and history belongs to the victors.

He had done it before—this wouldn’t be difficult.

But then he realized that this plan wouldn’t work.

A certain companion traveling with them knew that Duke and Dominic were the same person.

If he played the betrayal card, Dominic’s storyline would reach its perfect conclusion, but Duke’s would fall apart.

‘Then, a clash between law enforcement and vigilantes would be the best route.’

Conviction wasn’t just about good versus evil.

There was a reason people said “evil is just another form of justice.”

A final confrontation where her methods were called into question would be ideal.

‘Alright. First, I need to hear her side of things.’

Having sorted out his thoughts, Dominic headed to her room.

“Young lady, it’s tea time.”

“Thank you.”

Jane set down the newspaper and naturally took the teacup, as if she truly considered Dominic her butler.

Dominic didn’t bother pointing it out.

The more attached she became to “Dominic the butler,” the greater the impact when their opposing beliefs eventually clashed.

As always, he maintained his impeccable posture beside her, waiting patiently until she finished her tea.

“Hmm. It’s good again today. Where did you learn to make tea like this?”

“It’s a fundamental skill for a butler.”

Of course, that was a lie.

He had learned it because making tea was a fundamental skill for a final boss.

Duke had no interest in things like etiquette or common knowledge, but if it directly contributed to the dignity of a final boss, he made sure to practice.

How to write elegantly.

How to walk with poise.

How to command attention with his voice.

Tea-making was simply an extension of that.

When dealing with people, tea or alcohol would inevitably be involved, and lacking that knowledge could ruin his character.

‘Thanks, old man Peter.’

Recalling the old man who always exchanged either tea or liquor, Dominic’s gaze settled on Jane’s teacup.

“Shall I take it away?”

“Thanks, as always.”

She smiled warmly at him.

It was hard to believe that this was the same woman who had been cold and prickly when they first met.

‘She’s regained her composure.’

It made sense.

She had already dealt with five of the nine people on her revenge list, and she was even gaining the support of the citizens.

Of course, she would feel more at ease.

In other words, now was the perfect time to dig into her past.

As Dominic picked up the teacup, he casually pointed at her chest, as if just noticing something.

“That necklace… Where did you get it?”

The metal pendant he pointed at bore traces of soot.

He had known about it since the beginning of their journey, but Jane always kept it hidden in her inner pocket, as if reluctant to show it to anyone.

Only recently had she started taking it out in front of Dominic.

It wasn’t hard to guess that the pendant was deeply tied to her revenge.

Jane stared at it for a moment before a sorrowful expression crossed her face.

Sensing the shift in atmosphere, Dominic quickly bowed his head.

“My apologies.”

“No, it’s fine. I was planning to tell you one day anyway… Since it’s come up, I’ll tell you now.”

She opened the pendant, revealing its contents.

On one side was a photo of a man and woman who appeared to be her parents.

On the other side, a small mana stone was embedded.

Dominic immediately recognized what it was.


‘Hmm? A barrier stone?’

Though it had lost its function, there was no doubt—that stone had once been a barrier stone.

He made a mental note of its existence but focused back on Jane.

By then, she had composed herself and begun to speak.

“My family… was one of the ‘Children Abandoned by the World Tree.'”



 
  Chapter 34 : Butler and Lady (3)


Jane was a child abandoned by the World Tree.

Her father had been accused of betraying the World Tree.

But even as a child, she could see that the accusation was an obvious and shameless lie.

“My father was a councilor. He argued that if the elves shut themselves away and refused to interact with others, they would inevitably decline and perish.”

Her father proposed this as an agenda in the council.

However, no one supported him.

The citizens cursed her father as a traitor and hurled stones at him.

Even the fellow councilors who once discussed ideology with him turned their backs on him.

“How dare you suggest we join hands with lowly humans!”

“That man seeks to sell out his own kin to the humans!”

Branded as a traitor in an instant, her family was banished from the forest.

The councilors, who once claimed that all opinions should be treated equally and with respect, used their words to condemn her family.

And the fairy knights, who prided themselves on their nobility, were the ones who pointed their spears at them and forced them out.

From that moment, she believed that those in power were nothing more than hypocritical scoundrels who hid their filth behind a facade of righteousness.

After leaving the forest, her family reached their second home.

It was a small village.

A little utopia where humans, demi-humans, and beastfolk lived together without discrimination.

Their lifespans, races, and ideologies differed, but they knew how to respect one another and coexist.

Outside the village, society still divided people based on race.

But at least within that small village, everyone was equal.

She believed, without a doubt, that this utopia would last forever.

Until the sky turned black.

“One day, a High Species visited our village. A Black Dragon.”

The Empire considered all non-human races inferior.

However, the High Species were an exception.

Just as people instinctively show deference when faced with the barrel of a gun, no one dared to call a dragon inferior.

That was why dragons, despite not being human, were treated as nobility in the Empire.

The Black Dragon that came to their village was one such noble.

“He was a young lord. He claimed he needed an opportunity to surpass his father and demanded tribute from our village.”

The so-called tribute was human sacrifice.

Of course, it wasn’t a wise method.

Human sacrifice accumulated too much karma, leading to severe consequences.

But that dragon had his own strategy.

There were only a few known beings in this world who had reached the 8th rank.

At the time, the young lord was at the 7th rank.

He believed that if he advanced just one more level, he would be powerful enough to suppress the karmic burden with sheer strength.

And so, the young lord demanded the village’s people as if they were his possessions, offering them as sacrifices.

Naturally, the villagers refused to give up their families.

Jane’s father, true to his title as a former elven councilor, was strong enough to fight the young lord.

The villagers fiercely resisted, and they severed the wings of that arrogant black dragon.

The dragon, who had arrived with such grandeur, fled in disgrace.

A week later, the sky turned black.

The same dragon returned, leading a horde of black dragons.

***

“And that was how the village was destroyed.”

Under the dragons’ rampage, she lost both her parents and her home.

Thanks to her parents’ sacrifice, she was able to hide in an underground storage room.

“Do not let go of this stone.”

Her parents pressed a single barrier stone into her hands and then ran off to distract the dragons.

As the door closed, the last thing she saw was their tearful smiles.

The moment the door shut, horrific sounds echoed from outside.

The sickening noise of flesh being crushed underfoot and bones snapping between jaws.

“The dragons saw this as an opportunity and devoured the villagers. After all, those who had defeated the young lord were more than worthy prey.”

Her father, her mother, and her neighbors—all became their meal.

As the dragons feasted on the surface, their banquet adorned with the screams of the people, she held her breath and sobbed.

The precious barrier stone her parents had given her shielded her from the dragons’ keen senses, but it could not protect her mind.

Then, in that seemingly eternal moment of horror, something unexpected happened.

The dragons, reveling in their feast, began to scream.

“Kaedra! Rudra! Aelidra! Answer me!”

“My eyes… I can’t see…”

At first, Jane thought she was hearing things.

She assumed she was simply overlaying the voices of the villagers’ screams onto the dragons’ cries.

But when she heard the massive bodies collapse one after another, she had to accept the truth—someone was taking down the dragons.

“When I opened the door of the storage room, there was only a single swordsman standing in the midst of the burning village.”

Though drenched in dragon blood, making it hard to see his features clearly, she was certain—he was a sharp-featured, handsome young man.

The swordsman, lost in thought among the dragon corpses, finally noticed Jane and approached her.

“Are you from this village?”

She nodded hesitantly, fear tightening her chest.

She had seen far too many acts of violence fueled by power in her short life.

She could not help but fear what this man might do.

Sensing her unease, the swordsman gently patted her head and handed her a piece of candy.

“If you don’t mind, I can take you to another village.”

Thus began her short journey with the swordsman.

And once he had safely escorted her to a new village, he disappeared without a trace, as if his work was done.

“He was like a mirage.”

For a while, she wondered if he had been just a hallucination conjured by her mind.

But soon, she found irrefutable proof of his existence.

“There are statues dedicated to him all over this marquisate.”

Rough, unpolished statues of a sword could be found in various places across the land.


In other words, she was not the only one who had seen him.

After that, she began searching for the nameless swordsman who had saved her.

But she never found him.

“…Because he was murdered. By the man known as the Godfather of the Mafia Union.”

At first, she refused to believe it.

How could a swordsman capable of annihilating an entire horde of Black Dragons be killed by a mere mafia boss?

But when that mafia boss swallowed the entire marquisate and ordered every statue dedicated to the swordsman to be torn down, the swordsman never reappeared.

Even so, the citizens refused to believe in his death and took up their swords.

“That was… about a hundred years ago.”

During the fall of the Empire, the marquisate waged a long war against the mafia.

That war came to an end when the Godfather displayed the swordsman’s severed head in the town square.

As if his goal had been to break the people’s spirits.

And in truth, his strategy was devastatingly effective.

The citizens who had risen against the mafia lost their will to fight the moment they saw the execution.

Thus, the marquisate fell under the rule of the mafia.

Even after the Empire collapsed and the marquisate was absorbed into the Kingdom of Esirique, the territory remained a den of criminals.

“That’s why I picked up a sword.”

***

Most resistance fighters had given up or grown old and died over the course of the past hundred years.

But she was an elf.

With her long lifespan, she could still wield a blade.

Guided only by her memories of that swordsman’s rough, unrefined technique, she had taught herself the way of the sword.

“I have to get revenge.”

Otherwise, the past hundred years would amount to nothing.

It was the only thing keeping her going after losing her family and her home.

But…

“To be honest, I don’t even know anymore.”

A century was enough time to erode even her thirst for vengeance.

She had pursued revenge out of sheer inertia, but now, after achieving it with Dominic’s help, she could not identify the emotion she was feeling.

“It’s not emptiness, but it’s not satisfaction either. I don’t know what this feeling is.”

Dominic, who had been quietly listening to her story, nodded.

“You’re afraid, aren’t you?”

“…What?”

“You’re afraid that once everything is over, you won’t be able to return to being an ordinary person, aren’t you?”

At the old butler’s precise observation, she pressed her lips together tightly.

Dominic gave her a gentle smile, as if he understood her completely—just as he always did.

“Don’t worry. You’ve changed now. Even without revenge, haven’t you realized other things that are precious to you?”

Her eyes widened at his words.

That’s right. I do have something precious…

“You’ve even picked up a new hobby—visiting crepe shops.”

“Yeah, cre— Hey!”

Chuckling, Dominic stood up, as if her worries were of no concern at all.

It wasn’t because he took her lightly.

It was his way of easing her anxiety.

“I should go buy groceries for dinner.”

As if everything was normal, the old butler patted her head and turned away.

“I’ll make your favorite hamburger steak tonight.”

With those words, he left the room.

Jane’s thoughts drifted back to the past at the mention of hamburger steak.

“Hey, kid. It’s your last meal, so I made an exception.”

Hamburger steak was the meal the swordsman had made for her before they parted ways.

That’s why she had come to like it…

So why did this feel familiar?

Why did the way the old butler prepared it seem so familiar?

She tilted her head, then shook off the thought.

The swordsman was dead.

She had seen his severed head hanging in the square with her own eyes.

Reaffirming her resolve, she opened her pendant.

“It’ll all be over soon.”

She pushed aside any thoughts about what would come after her revenge.

That could wait.

Meanwhile, as Dominic headed out for groceries, he pondered.

“Why does this story sound so familiar?”

Was it some kind of local legend about a hero?

Having lived through countless events over the past 200 years, Duke had often experienced déjà vu.

But for some reason, her story felt especially familiar.

“Have I been to this region before?”

He didn’t know.

He had always wandered aimlessly, never following a map, so he had no idea where he had been or what he had done.

“Whatever.”

Duke decided to stop thinking about it and focus on the present.

Thinking things through wasn’t his style.


What mattered now was figuring out where his beliefs would clash with hers.

After all, there was one fundamental difference between them.

“She said she doesn’t trust authority, didn’t she?”

Butler Dominic began formulating a plan in his mind—

A plan for their inevitable farewell.



 
  Chapter 35 : The Swordsman and the Lady (1)


Before they knew it, the executives of the 6th and 7th Mafia alliances had fallen.

At this point, Dominic realized a certain fact—albeit belatedly.

‘Aren’t they all beasts?’

To be precise, they were beastkin.

Beastkin with an unusually high proportion of fur.

Beastkin were already discriminated against by hairless humans, but even among beastkin, there was discrimination based on fur coverage.

Those with less fur claimed to be “closer to humans.”

As a result, while beastkin were often treated as discriminated slaves, those with more fur were regarded as untouchables.

Yet, in this marquisate, such beastkin had risen to become family bosses, secretly ruling over an entire city.

‘Should I call this a success or corruption?’

They had gained power, so in one sense, it was a rise in status.

But they had abandoned their honor, becoming more like beasts in the process.

Thus, Dominic classified them as “beast-qualified.”

One common thread among the family bosses—

They were all beastkin.

From this, one conclusion could be drawn.

‘Ah, the Godfather must be a furball.’

That was incorrect.

In this world, where trust in loyalty was rare—especially in the underworld—the Godfather had deliberately chosen persecuted beastkin as his subordinates.

He kept them bound to him through both the fear of returning to their past oppression and the gratitude of being rescued from it.

However, Dominic failed to grasp this—or rather, chose not to.

After all, with seven already taken down and the time to eliminate his father drawing near, understanding this wouldn’t change anything.

But Jane, who had begun to regain rationality after being consumed by revenge, thought differently.

‘This feels… familiar.’

Something about the Godfather’s actions felt familiar to her.

His face was unknown.

His identity was unknown.

Yet, his methods gave her a strange sense of déjà vu.

And when she saw the fallen executives of the alliance refuse to betray the Godfather even in death, she finally recognized what that familiarity was.

‘They’re like me.’

She had been saved by an unknown swordsman and now followed his shadow.

The family bosses found sanctuary in the Godfather’s domain.

Their circumstances and goals were different, but both were bound by a debt of gratitude, offering blind loyalty to a single person.

That didn’t mean she felt sympathy for the bosses she had slain.

They had killed her loved one.

If she had somehow assassinated the Godfather, they would have fought to the death in his name.

So she, too, would continue her revenge.

Everyone else who had once pursued the unknown swordsman had met their fate and died.

Only she, the last remaining seeker, was left to carry on.

And now, she had a glimmer of possibility.

‘I’ve finally reached the 4th Rank.’

Through relentless hardship, she had advanced to the 4th Rank.

Following Dominic’s advice, she refined her skills, strengthened her body, and attained pure enlightenment—free from the intent to kill.

In a way, Dominic had been her stroke of fortune.

Yet, she did not let her progress make her arrogant.

‘I doubt I can match the Godfather.’

She estimated the Godfather’s rank to be at the 5th Rank.

Since he was controlling the marquisate from the shadows, that seemed a reasonable assumption.

And given that she was only at the entry point of the 4th Rank, her chances of defeating him were close to zero.

‘I might need the butler’s help for the final battle.’

She wanted to complete her revenge alone.

If a third party intervened and stole that moment from her, she feared she would go mad on the spot.

That was why she had set a contract condition at the beginning of the journey—

That she alone would carry out her revenge.

But Dominic was now something akin to her soul-bound family.

Sharing their past had reinforced that bond.

Because of that, she had come to accept that completing her revenge alongside Dominic would still count as fulfilling it.

‘Come to think of it, only two remain now.’

With seven taken down, only one of the Godfather’s executives remained.

At this rate, they could eliminate the last two, take down the Godfather, and liberate the marquisate.

She had considered the possibility that the marquis himself might support the Godfather or even intervene personally.

But she had already discussed this with the squinty-eyed tax officer.

“If the marquis interferes, we’ll take action as well.”

Besides, the marquis was not her revenge target.

And since public authority had agreed to handle public authority, she had no stronger backing than this.

Not that she thought it would come to that.

Rex, the count, had been gradually devouring cities, yet the marquis had shown no response.

This suggested he was either incompetent or indifferent.

(For the record, Dominic knew nothing about politics and just nodded along.)

Still, Jane appreciated the sentiment.

Though he was not as trustworthy as Dominic, the squinty-eyed tax officer had at least earned some level of credibility in her mind.

(For the record, Rex had never been informed of this, but it fell within the discretionary authority of Duke, the undercover knight, so it was not overstepping his bounds.)

With her thoughts settled, Jane prepared for battle in front of the eighth city.

‘Who will the eighth executive be?’

The title, rank, and fighting style of that executive were well known.

Rending Tiger Camilla.

She was infamous as one of the most ruthless individuals among the alliance’s executives.

Living up to her title, “Rending Tiger,” she was a tiger beastkin who wielded a massive saw the size of a greatsword to tear people apart.

If someone begged for mercy, she sawed through their ankles.


If they pleaded for death, she sawed through their lower body.

If they lost a fight, she sawed through their waist.

The city she ruled was filled with brutal punishments, effectively turning it into an SM-themed torture park.

Because of this, the name “Camilla” was well known.

Yet, paradoxically, no one knew anything about her past because she always wore a mask.

Jane, too, was immensely curious about what lay beneath that mask and what kind of past she had.

However, the past of this eighth executive was ultimately irrelevant to her revenge—it was mere curiosity.

No matter how tragic her story might be, it wouldn’t change the fact that she deserved to die.

“Same as always, I’m counting on you.”

Standing before the eighth city, she made her usual request to Dominic.

The old butler drew his twin swords and, as always, charged straight at the city gates without hesitation.

By now, Jane had grown accustomed to watching his back and quietly cheering him on.

And, as always, she prepared for her battle with the eighth executive.

Completely unaware of what awaited her in that city.

***

After breaking through the city gate and streets by force, the group reached the mansion where the boss resided.

While the squinty-eyed tax officer used large-scale magic to clear out the underlings, Jane reviewed the strategy with Dominic.

“I’ll take care of the target. Meanwhile, the rest—”

“I’ll handle them.”

The old butler discarded his dulled swords and retrieved fresh ones from the corpses.

There was hardly any need for a plan.

While Dominic took care of the boss’s close aides, Jane would deal with the executive-level boss.

Recently, there had been cases where a second boss from another family had joined the fray, creating a double-boss system, but in such situations, Dominic had always intercepted the intruder.

Recalling this, Jane glanced at Dominic before engaging in battle.

“If another one interferes this time…”

…You can take care of them.

At this point, she no longer minded if Dominic helped with her revenge.

But before she could finish speaking—

Boom!

The vicious Camilla smashed through the wall with a massive circular saw in one hand and launched the first strike with a dual-edged saw in the other.

‘Oh. A boss rushing onto the battlefield first? Is this a new gimmick?’

While Dominic entertained such idle thoughts, Jane clicked her tongue and blocked the attack with her sword.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

As the tiger beastkin pulled back her saw, sparks flew as Jane’s blade was ground down.

“Tch…!”

Dominic simply stood back and observed the fight.

His role was to prevent outside interference, and after that brief exchange, he was already certain of Jane’s victory.

‘Whoever raised her must have been a real beast.’

To Dominic, Camilla was a beast in the purest sense.

Not a wild warrior—but an actual beast.

The wild warriors he knew at least had a rational combat instinct—an innate sense of when attacking would get them killed or when retreating was necessary.

They moved their bodies and weapons under that instinct.

Camilla, however, was different.

She attacked when she shouldn’t have, earning an extra stab wound.

She pulled back when she shouldn’t have, adding another deep cut.

There was no meaning in her movements—just a wasteful flailing of brute force.

Unlike Jane, who had reached the Fourth Rank through refinement, Camilla’s Fourth Rank was merely a sign of her raw strength.

She had likely trained herself by overwhelming weaker opponents, but against an equal-ranked opponent, her flaws were laid bare.

‘This should be over soon.’

As if on cue, Jane discarded her sword, flipped her dagger into a reverse grip, and slashed upward.

It was the same move Dominic had used when they first met—to cut through her mask.

However, unlike Dominic, who had delicately sliced only the mask, Jane’s strike left a deep wound on the tiger beastkin exposed flesh.

Seeing this, Jane once again realized how incredible Dominic truly was.

‘No matter how I think about it, Dominic is not a mere Third Rank.’

Even now, with greater strength and reflexes than before, she still couldn’t replicate his precision.

She had come to believe that Dominic had once reached an unfathomable height but had somehow abandoned it all and stepped down.

Clearing her stray thoughts, Jane turned her attention back to Camilla.

With the mask removed, she finally saw the woman’s face.

Her eyes widened in shock.

“K…?”

“It’s been a while, J.”

Camilla was one of Jane’s former comrades who had once rebelled against the mafia boss.

***

A hundred years ago, when news spread that the nameless swordsman had died, those who had received his grace took up arms all across the marquisate.

Most resisted until their last breath, but the limits of their lifespans and the lack of mastery in their skills meant that now, only Jane remained.

At least, that was what she had believed.

So when a comrade she had thought dead appeared from beneath that mask…

“This… how is this possible…?”

The long, vertical wound across her face was unmistakable, but Jane was certain—the tiger beastkin before her was Camilla.

However, she was also vastly different from the Camilla she once knew.

The tiger beastkin she had known had always despised hypocrites, carrying herself with unwavering honor.

Her weapons had been a greatsword and a spear.

She had been a bold and straightforward warrior—far removed from the sinister, sadistic figure standing before Jane now.

The idea that she could have changed so drastically was something Jane had never even considered.

“…What happened to you?”

“What do you mean, ‘what happened’?”

Camilla wore a battle-hungry grin as she licked the blood trickling down her face.

Jane had countless questions.

What had happened?

Why was she doing this?

And yet, she knew there was only one question that truly captured everything she was feeling.

“Why did you change!?”

As if she’d been waiting for that question, Camilla drove both of her massive saws into the ground and leaned to one side as she answered.

“I haven’t changed.”

“What?”

“I’m simply killing those who betrayed him and those who defy him.”

Camilla’s words were enough to throw Jane into complete confusion.

Him.

K—That was the name she had once used to refer to the nameless swordsman.

But betrayers?

Defiers?

Jane’s mind spun, unable to grasp the context of Camilla’s words.

Seeing Jane’s bewilderment, Camilla looked at her with a gaze filled with pity, as if she were explaining something to the ignorant.


“I’ll tell you this, just for you. The Godfather… he is the very swordsman we spent our lives chasing.”

Clang.

Jane’s sword clattered to the ground.

“Wow, this is getting good,”

Dominic thought to himself, watching the two women with keen interest.
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Jane was the first to deny the statement made by the tigress, Camilla.

“No way, you must be mistaken! Have you been brainwashed or something?”

However, the certainty in Camilla’s gaze shook Jane’s confidence, and the clarity in those eyes erased even the possibility of brainwashing.

Camilla was genuinely convinced that the Godfather was that nameless swordsman.

“That can’t be…”

“Jane, you’ve always been like this. You never listen to words alone. So…”

Whoosh.

The tigress threw off her top.

‘Oh my… how indecent.’

Dominic turned his head but stole a side glance at Camilla’s upper body—only to be disappointed.

Her torso was covered in scales that had risen like armor.

Then, realizing he had one too, Dominic quietly reflected on himself.

Meanwhile, Camilla roared and lunged at Jane.

“So, I’ll carve the truth into your body!”

Kreung!

Jane charged forward barehanded, her tiger’s roar echoing.

Living up to her nickname, “The Ripping Tiger,” she swung her claws, which were jagged like saw teeth, pressuring Jane.

The difference in speed, skill, and power was evident compared to when she had used a saw.

Only then did Dominic revise his evaluation of Camilla.

‘Now, this is worthy of a Fourth Rank.’

At first, it seemed like she had simply built her strength by forcing her way forward with raw power.

But now that she was using her claws, it was clear that wasn’t the case.

The saw had merely been Phase 1.

As Jane dodged Camilla’s claws, the building behind her was sliced into five neat pieces, as if it were tofu.

‘Yeah, this is what a Fourth Rank should be.’

Breaking down walls and collapsing mansions with a saw was too basic for a Fourth Rank.

To be truly worthy, one should be able to cut through a whole building with a single attack.

Now, the fight was finally becoming an even match between Jane and Camilla.

While Dominic stood with his arms crossed, observing, Jane dodged Camilla’s attacks and recalled Dominic’s teachings.

“It’s good to have power. By the time you reach the Fourth Rank, cutting through a building should be easy.”

Saying this, Dominic had effortlessly sliced through a tree with his sword.

“But no matter how strong you are, if you don’t hit your target, it’s meaningless. Don’t waste your strength on attacks that won’t land.”

“And when you’re sure you can hit…”

‘Go all out!’

Ping!

A full-force thrust aimed at Camilla’s chest bounced off harmlessly.

Jane, also a Fourth Rank, managed to leave a small scratch on Camilla’s scales, but even that wound healed instantly.

Even the deep scars on her face were regenerating in real-time during the battle.

“Tsk.”

The old Jane would have panicked at the sight of her opponent’s regeneration and recklessly launched another attack.

But having learned patience from Dominic, she decisively retreated instead.

‘My skills can’t cut through those scales.’

Even if she did, it would be meaningless due to the regeneration.

Fortunately, there were parts of Camilla’s body without scales.

Beneath her armpits, under her chin, and her face.

As Camilla slashed through buildings one after another, Jane dodged and aimed for those spots.

Then, at the moment Camilla extended her arms wide—

‘Now!’

A dagger was thrust under the armpit of the outstretched left arm.

The moment Camilla’s left arm was incapacitated, it was grabbed and thrown to the ground with a grappling technique.

Dodging the right claw swinging from the fallen position, the joints were locked, and another dagger was stabbed into the right armpit.

No matter how strong the regeneration, healing was impossible while the blades remained embedded.

Straddling Camilla, whose arms were now useless, the dagger was halted just before her face.

“It’s over now.”

“Then what are you doing if you’re not killing me?”

“You need to explain what you were talking about earlier in detail.”

“I told you, the Godfather is that person.”

“So explain exactly what you mean by that.”

The Godfather had gained infamy in the underworld by killing that nameless swordsman.

But now, they were saying that very person was the Godfather?

And what about the severed head that had been hanging in the plaza?

Looking at the Godfather’s actions as a whole, they were completely contradictory.

As if reading Jane’s thoughts, Camilla, still lying on the ground, smirked.

“Then see for yourself.”

“?!”

At that moment, a shadow loomed over Jane, Dominic, and Camilla.

A belated storm swept in.

Jane and Dominic, their faces contorted against the fierce winds, looked up at the sky.

Smooth, obsidian-like scales gleamed.

Ruby-red eyes glowed ominously.

One of its great wings covered the sky, while sunlight poured through the space where its missing wing had once been.

A deep, guttural growl rumbled.

Those crimson eyes, filled with both the hatred of loss and the wisdom of ages, gazed down upon the earth.

[Child.]

As the dragon spoke, the storm subsided.

Camilla smiled at the black dragon.

“Father…”

[I’m sorry. I was late.]

“It’s alright.”


Jane’s pupils trembled violently.

It wasn’t just the shock of seeing the Godfather in the flesh.

The aura emanating from this dragon was at level 7.

‘Why?’

The scenario did account for the Godfather’s sudden appearance.

If the Godfather wasn’t a fool, it was only logical to arrive before the eighth and ninth executives were eliminated one after another.

But the idea of the Godfather being a dragon was closer to delusion, so it hadn’t been included in the scenario at all.

What was even more baffling—why was a dragon hiding behind a marquis, acting as the father of the mafia?

‘Wait.’

Jane had been so focused on the dragon that she hadn’t thought of something else.

‘If the Godfather is here… then where is the ninth executive?’

Before she could finish the thought—

Thud.

The dragon tossed a bloodied, unconscious narrow-eyed tax officer beside Dominic.

The moment the old butler’s gaze locked onto the tax officer, a scaled minotaur emerged from behind him.

“Gasp!”

Tyrant Gaulo.

The Godfather’s closest confidant and the number two in the mafia alliance, said to be on par with the Godfather himself.

The reason the Godfather rarely needed to appear was that this minotaur resolved most issues before they escalated.

He aimed a devastating punch at the old butler’s back.

Dominic dodged with ease, but the minotaur stomped forward and slammed into him with his shoulder.

Boom!

The deafening sound was unimaginable for a mere collision of bodies, and Dominic’s figure was sent flying across the city.

“Domi—”

Before Jane could call out to the old butler, the dragon swiped her aside from atop Camilla.

The pain was so overwhelming that she couldn’t even scream as she crashed into a distant wall.

Without sparing a glance at Jane, the dragon turned its attention back to Camilla with concern.

[My daughter. Are you alright?]

“I’m fine, Father.”

The Godfather used telekinesis to extract the daggers from Camilla’s shoulder blades.

As Camilla’s wounds began to heal, the scaled minotaur who had sent Dominic flying spoke to the dragon.

“Father. I’ll handle that old man.”

[You’re always taking on the burden.]

“It’s the eldest son’s duty.”

The minotaur clasped his fists together in salute before leaping in the direction Dominic had been flung.

The black dragon watched his retreating form for a moment before lowering his gaze back to Camilla.

[Are you alright now?]

“I’m sorry. As the eldest daughter, I keep disappointing you.”

[No, you are doing well. A child should grow at their own pace, under the shadow of their parents.]

The words, filled with warmth, were at odds with his fearsome eyes.

Camilla, touched, pressed her fists together in reverence.

The dragon, wearing a pleased smile, soon erased it as he shifted his gaze toward the direction where he had flung the elf.

***

From behind the crumbled wall, Jane emerged, clutching her side.

‘Damn it.’

If only the minotaur had arrived alone, she and Dominic might have stood a chance.

But she never imagined the Godfather would reveal himself like this.

‘I never thought he would actually come here.’

The Godfather was notorious for never showing his face, much like Count Rex of the neighboring territory.

For someone who hadn’t appeared even once in a hundred years to suddenly reveal himself—who could have anticipated that?

And that wasn’t the only problem.

‘Hyrudin is down too.’

The narrow-eyed tax officer was already defeated.

It was inevitable, considering the Godfather was that black dragon.

But now, the other mafia members that Hyrudin had been holding back would join the fight as well.

‘Wait. A black dragon?’

Her past nightmares flashed before her eyes like a revolving lantern.

The Black Dragon.

Those hateful lizards that had burned down her village.

As that thought reached her mind, she finally took notice of the Godfather’s missing wing.

‘No way…’

The one who had demanded human sacrifices from the village…

Jane’s mind grew even more chaotic.

In the meantime, the Black Dragon, having finished his conversation with Camilla, met Jane’s gaze.

[You dared to harm my daughter…]

Just then, the tiger beastkin spoke to the low-growling dragon.

“Wait a moment, Father.”

Camilla quickly summarized everything that had happened, whispering into the Godfather’s ear—wherever it was.

She included Jane’s past and the story of the nameless swordsman.

“Father, please give that child a chance, just as you did for me.”

After hearing Camilla’s words, the dragon’s eyes seemed to soften slightly.

The Black Dragon turned his gaze toward Jane, who was staggering to her feet, and then—

[Very well.]

—he nodded and began to shrink.

His massive body gradually grew smaller until he took on a human form.

Polymorph.

A means for dragons to amuse themselves and a way to communicate with humans.

Finally, his half-wing was absorbed into his back, signaling the completion of the transformation.


The glossy, black scales remained as dark hair, and his crimson eyes stayed the same.

But his face…

It was a truth so cruel that Jane desperately wished to deny it.

“No… That can’t be…”
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Camilla looked at her old friend with a knowing yet sympathetic smirk.

“You see it now, don’t you? This is the truth.”

“No!”

Jane screamed in denial, but the Godfather merely smiled at her with fatherly kindness.

[I understand, child. I understand your sorrow.]

“Don’t be ridiculous! Don’t taint my memories!”

Jane lashed out in desperation, thrusting her dagger toward him.

The Godfather partially reversed his polymorph, covering his skin with scales, effortlessly shattering the blade.

[A child who refuses to listen must be disciplined.]

Thud!

A light kick to her solar plexus sent Jane crashing back into the pile of rubble she had just crawled out of.

With the sickening crack of several ribs breaking, her body was embedded into the debris once more.

[I will discipline you for as long as it takes… until you understand.]

***

Meanwhile, the elderly butler Dominic, who had been sent flying into the distant city walls by the bull beastkin, was equally bewildered.

‘What the hell? Why is the top guy showing up first?’

Something about this situation felt completely off.

‘Damn black lizards.’

Since ancient times, they had always been experts at ruining plans.

The old butler rolled his stiff shoulders, pretending to feel sore, and pulled himself out of the city wall.

Quickly, he spread his energy across the city to assess the situation.

First, there was the bull-headed brute charging toward him to finish the job.

He ignored that and instead focused on the lizard currently confronting Jane.

‘Huh?’

Why does that guy look exactly like the alt character I discarded?

Is this some kind of impersonation?

The real problem was what the tiger woman had said earlier—she claimed that the black dragon was the nameless swordsman, Jane’s savior.

This situation was beyond tangled.

Dominic quickly sorted through the facts.

‘So that swordsman was actually me, Jane is acting like this because of me, and that lizard is impersonating me…’

After a brief moment of contemplation, he reached a conclusion.

‘I might as well take this opportunity to clean my alt’s identity again.’

He had no idea how that black lizard found the decoy corpse and started impersonating him, but for whatever reason, the lizard was now carrying on the deception.

In that case, all he had to do was clean up the mess again.

History was always written by the victors, after all.

Just like in the lab—dead men tell no tales.

And if he mercilessly executed the protagonist’s mentor, that would serve as a perfect catalyst for her to stand against him with her beliefs.

‘Alright then, let’s get started.’

It was finally time for the dramatic final boss to make his entrance.

***

Jane attacked Godfather over and over again.

But each time she was effortlessly thrown aside by the dragon, her despair deepened.

It wasn’t simply because she was weak.

[It all comes back to me… That day, I had to personally kill my own family as well.]

Like a poison slowly corroding her mind, Godfather continued recounting the nameless swordsman’s past.

[I went to the village and lost my wing… That’s when I realized. Unlike the arrogant dragons, humans were full of potential. But my kin interpreted my words differently.]

No.

That couldn’t be true.

This was a lie.

Jane desperately wanted to believe that the black dragon was lying.

But everything fit together too perfectly.

[Haven’t you ever wondered? When you all rejected my existence, why didn’t I simply wipe you out?]

No, no, no…

Jane clenched her fists, forcing herself to speak.

“Then… what about the head in the square?”

[I never lied. That swordsman did die.]

“What?”

Godfather’s expression turned sorrowful as he recalled the past.

[The ones who killed me were the citizens.]

According to him, the swordsman—who had been living as an ordinary person—was betrayed by the very people he had protected.

At the time, the marquis had disliked the swordsman’s interference in his domain.

So he issued a bounty.

Fearing that innocent people would be caught in the crossfire, the swordsman went into hiding.

But the citizens sold him out to the marquis.

The marquis captured him.

So the swordsman revealed his true form.

He spread his black wings, broke the marquis’s legs, and turned him into a puppet.

Then, he began exacting his revenge on the people who had betrayed him.

[That’s when I finally understood… The only ones I could trust weren’t humans, but these children. But I realized it too late.]

That was why he had freed the beastkin and made them his family.

Unlike humans, the beastkin had never betrayed him.

They called him “Father” and treated him with unwavering respect.

And so, the Mafia Union was born.

The swordsman died, and in his place, Godfather was born.

“I, too, foolishly resisted Father before I learned the truth.”

Camilla chimed in.

Blinded by rage over the swordsman’s death, she had rebelled alongside Jane and other comrades.

But as time passed and most of them perished from old age, she was the only one who reached Godfather.

And she had witnessed the truth.


“That’s why I left you all and started using the saw.”

Humans deserved nothing but suffering.

Their nature was vile, and the only way to suppress their malice was through force.

The bosses of each family were beastkin who had suffered discrimination for their fur-covered bodies.

They sympathized with this ideology and joined the cause.

“Jane. You may not be the same species as us, but you’ve proven your loyalty for a hundred years.”

[Since my eldest daughter speaks on your behalf, I’ll listen. I won’t punish you for killing my children. I am merciful, after all.]

“See? Father is generous.”

Camilla extended her hand toward Jane, her eyes filled with compassion.

Jane’s shoulders trembled slightly before she slapped Camilla’s hand away.

[Sigh…]

Godfather let out a deep sigh and stepped toward Jane.

At that moment, Jane raised her broken dagger to her own throat.

“Don’t come any closer.”

[…]

“You’re not him. Don’t defile my memories…”

A single tear slid down the elf’s cheek.

Understanding the pain of a shattered heart, Camilla tried to comfort her.

“Jane…”

“Don’t say my name with that filthy mouth!”

Jane pressed the broken blade against her own throat, leaving a shallow cut.

Seeing this, Godfather briefly smiled—almost imperceptibly—before regaining his composure and approaching her.

[How dare you try to die in front of your parent.]

Before she knew it, he was standing right in front of her.

He twisted her wrist, slapped her across the face, and kicked her in the stomach as she collapsed to the ground.

[It seems you need more discipline.]

He deactivated the polymorph from below his elbows and advanced toward the fallen Jane.

She couldn’t move.

Her chest felt like it was being crushed.

The pain from her broken bones was nothing.

What truly hurt was realizing that the swordsman she had admired for a century had fallen so far.

The fact that she had been deceived for a hundred years was unbearable.

The man with the face of the swordsman bared his dragon claws as he approached her.

A black stain spread over the few happy memories in her wretched life.

Feeling a single tear rolling down her cheek, Jane instinctively murmured a name.

“Dominic…”

“You called for me, my lady.”

Godfather, who had been leisurely walking toward Jane, suddenly halted.

Every gaze in the area turned to a single spot.

Amid the battlefield, where buildings had crumbled and blood was splattered everywhere, an old butler stood alone, as if from another world, wearing a benevolent smile.

“Did I not tell you? Until this journey ends, I will be your butler.”

The fading light in Jane’s eyes began to return.

Clicking his tongue, Godfather gestured to Camilla.

“That old man is unnecessary, Father.”

Receiving his eldest daughter’s confirmation, Godfather rolled his shoulders and strode toward the elderly man.

“Know your place, human.”

“Heh…”

The old man, who had his hands clasped behind his back, let out a chuckle and tossed something toward Godfather.

Thunk.

A round object with horns rolled to a stop at Godfather’s feet.

It was the head of Gaulo, his eldest son and the ninth officer.

Godfather’s pupils contracted.

Without missing that brief opening, the old butler advanced right to Godfather’s feet.

“F-a-t-h-e-r!”

As his daughter’s scream rang out slowly, a sharp slash cut across Godfather’s arm.

His gaze followed the movement.

At the end of the cut, he saw a familiar arm covered in black scales flying through the air.

Realizing the situation, he swiftly tried to regain focus and look forward.

But it was already too late.

Thud.

A chilling sensation burrowed deep into his lungs.

As if the goal was to inflict pain rather than kill, the old butler twisted the blade, widening the wound.


“Guh…”

With air escaping from his lungs, Godfather couldn’t even scream.

Instead, he trembled as the butler spoke.

“Know your place, lizard.”

For the first time, the old man, who had always worn a kind smile, hardened his expression.
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Lifting the Godfather’s lungs, Dominic reflected on his own condition.

Right now, Dominic could not defeat a dragon.

Once, he had reached an unfathomable level, but now, he was an old man trapped in the shell of the Third Rank.

His technique had touched the heavens, but his body had failed to reach that height—what remained was mere ashes.

That was Dominic.

‘With Dominic’s body, cutting down a Seventh Rank dragon is physically impossible.’

The only fortunate factor was that the Black Dragon, a race prone to arrogance, had polymorphed.

Dragons played in the Sixth and Seventh Ranks largely due to their natural racial advantages.

Thus, a polymorphed dragon could be considered to have lost about 1.5 ranks.

Given this, Dominic had only one way to defeat the Godfather—

To kill him before he could return to his dragon form.

Having assigned himself this mission, Dominic thrust his sword into the Godfather’s third and fourth ribs.

Even in human form, a dragon’s bones remained dragon bones—breaking them was impossible.

However, no matter how mighty a dragon, its internal organs were not as unyielding.

From the tip of his sword, he felt the sensation of muscles being severed.

Cough.

The Godfather coughed up a handful of blood.

Despite one of his hearts being torn apart, the fire in his eyes did not waver.

Straining his remaining heart, he swiftly regrew his right arm, covering it with scales as he aimed for Dominic’s head.

Dominic ducked to evade the attack, using the dragon’s sturdy ribcage as leverage to snap his sword downward.

Ting.

The sword, lodged between the ribs, broke—leaving a piece embedded in the heart.

At that moment, the Godfather realized Dominic’s true intent.

“Cowardly…”

“In a harsh world like this, an old man must be cunning to survive.”

The place where Dominic had left the broken blade corresponded to the dragon’s inverse scale once it transformed.

When a dragon took on human form, the inverse scale disappeared, meaning it wouldn’t be a fatal blow.

However, if a foreign object occupied the inverse scale’s location, it would be destroyed the moment the dragon reverted to its true form.

This was why elder dragons always warned younger ones to be cautious when enjoying themselves in polymorphed form.

“Did no elder ever teach you to be careful while playing?”

At Dominic’s taunt, the Godfather clenched his teeth and began raising scales over both hands.

In that instant, Dominic, gripping two swords, slashed an X-shaped strike.

A sharp silver gleam followed belatedly, drawing red lines across the Godfather’s elbows—where scales had not yet formed.

Thunk.

Both of the dragon’s forearms fell to the ground.

“As expected of a young dragon, your battle experience is lacking. Reality is never fair enough to wait for you to reveal your full strength.”

Despite Dominic’s continued provocations, the Godfather could not refute him.

After all, among dragons, he was still young.

He had perished before fully absorbing the wisdom of his kind.

Blood poured freely from his severed arms, but it soon stopped.

Dragon blood was dragon blood—its regenerative abilities were remarkable.

Even now, new flesh was beginning to sprout from the stumps.

Watching this, Dominic pressed his assault.

Clang!

The Godfather did not take the attacks passively.

Just before the old butler’s sword could land, he generated scales in the targeted area, blocking the strike.

Sparks flew as Dominic’s sword bounced off the hardened scales.

With his natural dynamic vision and centuries of accumulated skill, he managed a passable defense.

But despite his efforts, he was sustaining far more fatal wounds than he was preventing.

The matchup was unfavorable.

Had Dominic wielded a purely speed-based sword style, the Godfather might have countered with his reflexes.

However, no matter how quick one’s reactions were, it was impossible to respond to what could not be seen.

Dominic’s right sword feinted toward the ribs.

The Godfather created scales in that spot just in time—only to feel a sharp pain in his thigh.

While his attention was on the right sword, the left one had sliced into his leg.

Thanks to his dragon bones, the limb was not severed, but the strike had severed a major artery.

More critically, he had completely lost his mobility.

Before he could think of a countermeasure, the next attack targeted his throat.

If he formed scales there, his trapezius would be cut instead.

Desperate, the Godfather sacrificed his legs entirely, focusing all his remaining power on fully covering his right arm in scales.

‘At least now, he can’t take my attack—’

“You sacrificed your legs? Have you never trained martial arts as a human?”

Seeing through the Godfather’s thoughts, Dominic took his eyes.

Darkness swallowed his vision.

As he regenerated his sight, his Achilles tendon and hamstring were severed.

His legs gave out, and he collapsed forward.

Grinding his teeth, he used his scaled right hand to tear into his own chest.

Enduring the pain, he extracted the cold metal lodged where his inverse scale would be.

‘Got it!’

At that moment, the sword once again pierced through the heart via the shoulder.

“That was a good attempt.”

Once more, Dominic used the dragonbone as a support and broke the sword.

Gasping through clenched teeth, Godfather desperately searched for a way to turn the situation around.

‘I need time.’

There wasn’t enough time to cover his entire skin with scales or to remove the fragments of the blade from his heart.

To buy even a little time, Godfather shouted at Dominic.

“Why would a powerful warrior like you help that elf and seek revenge?!”

Dominic’s attack came to a halt at those words.

‘It worked!’


Godfather cheered internally.

First, he regenerated his eyes and took in the sight of the old butler’s expression.

Through his blood-blurred vision, the white-haired elder glared at him and responded.

“You lizards are always so eager to provoke my reverse scale.”

— “Why is it that you lizards are so desperate to touch my reverse scale?”

The elder’s words dragged Godfather’s mind back to the past.

***

Once, there was a Black Dragon who roamed the empire, seeking to ascend to the 8th rank.

Even before he fully shed his juvenile form, he was recognized as the heir, overflowing with talent and beloved by his kin.

With ambitions to elevate his clan’s greatness, the young heir followed the trail of a powerful force and arrived at a village.

That village was home to an elf on the verge of stepping into the 7th rank.

Naturally, the heir demanded tribute from the village.

That was the beginning of the tragedy.

For his arrogance, the heir lost one of his wings in that village.

His elders and the clan leader set out for revenge, driven by their love for the fallen heir.

To set an example, they hosted a dragon’s feast there.

As the village burned, amidst the banquet, the heir looked upon his elders with admiration and reverence for avenging him.

Then, his father—the clan leader, the strongest dragon among them—noticed a young man.

A moderately strong youth stood before a burning house, head bowed over a corpse with its upper body missing.

Still hungry, the clan leader approached the youth from behind and opened his massive jaws wide.

The entire clan awaited the moment the leader’s bite would crush the youth like a tomato.

But what followed instead was a scene beyond imagination—

The youth vanished in an instant, only to reappear, driving a spear straight through the clan leader’s right eye.

— “Clan Leader!”

The spear pierced directly through his eye, bypassing the bone, and ravaged his brain.

Thud.

The giant body collapsed.

Only then did they realize—

Their great leader had met his end, absurdly, in a mere instant.

Like a plague, an emotion no proud dragon should ever feel—fear—spread through them.

— “I am an honorable Black Drag— Gahk!”

— “Even wyrmlings should run… Nooo!!!”

From that moment, the roles of hunter and prey were reversed.

The youth methodically culled the dragons, one after another, as if carrying out a task.

Within that living hell, hiding beneath the corpses of his elders, the young heir clearly remembered the final exchange between that youth and the last surviving elder.

— “Why…?! Someone like you, why are you here…?!”

— “Why is it that you lizards are so desperate to touch my reverse scale?”

***

“Gasp!”

Torn from the past flashing before his eyes, the heir—now Godfather—gasped for air.

His shattered heart pounded wildly.

Dizziness overwhelmed him, his hands trembling uncontrollably.

— “Kaedra! Rudra! Aelidra! Answer me!”

— “My eyes… I can’t see…”

— “Ancestors, please bless us—” Guhak!

The city—no, the village—was burning.

His children—no, his elders—were screaming.

The nightmare resurfaced.

The wound he believed he had overcome began to tear open once more.

“No…”

Godfather recognized this emotion.

“No…!”

But he could never accept it.

“No!!!”

He had sworn never to relive that nightmare again.

He had vowed countless times that he would never flee in terror again.

Summoning every last ounce of strength, Godfather covered his entire body in scales.

Like a child believing that wrapping themselves tightly in a blanket would ward off nightmares.

“I am… of the Clan of Midnight Wings…!”

At that moment, a sword pierced through his open mouth, driving deep into his organs.

There were no scales inside his mouth.

Without resistance, the blade carved through his innards.

A cold sensation spread through his body, making him shudder.

His legs gave out, forcing him to his knees once more.

With his sword still lodged in Godfather’s mouth, Dominic gazed down at him with icy eyes.

“I have waited for this moment to restore the honor of my tainted brother.”

The once-kind and polite old man was gone.

What remained was a swordsman, shrouded in deadly intent, seeking to reclaim his brother’s trampled honor.

“I wouldn’t have cared if you merely imitated my face. Even if you used my brother’s name for your schemes, I would have forgiven it.”

Dominic released the sword lodged in Godfather’s mouth and drew a new blade.

“But you dug up my brother’s grave, shattered his statue, and disgraced his name.”

Godfather’s pupils trembled.

He wanted to say something—anything—but the sword in his mouth denied him the chance.

Seeing him struggle to speak, Dominic spoke instead.

“You are truly resilient. I have killed many scaled creatures before, but this is my first time killing one in a human form.

Now then, Godfather…

How would you like to die?”

***

Snap.

Godfather’s joint was broken.

Scales only strengthened the skin.

They did nothing to protect the ligaments from being torn as his joint twisted out of place.

As the unbearable pain dulled, his consciousness began to fade.

Once more, the past flashed before his eyes.

After losing his clan, the young heir had taken on a human form—just to survive.

The form he took through polymorph, ironically, was that of the man who had annihilated his clan.

The young lord wanted to change that hateful face.

But no matter how many different appearances he tried, the reflection in the mirror was always that man.

Eventually, he gave up and wandered through the marquisate with that face.

During his wandering, he discovered sword-shaped statues scattered throughout the marquisate.

They were statues symbolizing an unnamed swordsman who, according to folklore, had helped countless people.

A sword.

A swordsman.

The hateful beings who had exterminated his clan.

Every time he saw those statues, he destroyed them.

No one ever claimed that the swordsman who had annihilated his clan was the one these statues represented.

But there was no one else who could have wiped out his clan—it had to be him.

As he continued his path of destruction, he happened upon a grave by chance.

There, he found the now skeletal remains of the swordsman—and he despaired.

The one who had annihilated his clan had already escaped through death, making vengeance impossible.

Kneeling in despair, he caught sight of his own reflection in a puddle.

—”This face…”

From that day forward, his goal changed.

He resolved to destroy everything the swordsman had left behind.

What followed was as he had told Jane.

He worked as a swordsman, making a name for himself.

Betrayed by people, he was sold to the marquis.

Using this as justification, he formed a mafia syndicate and thoroughly erased all traces of the swordsman from the marquisate.

By the time his revenge was complete, he found himself regarding the members of the syndicate as family.

—”This is family.”

Afterward, he abandoned the name Padro, the young lord, and became the Godfather.

With his vengeance fulfilled, he now sought to protect what was precious to him.

—”She may be a foolish daughter, but I love her.”

He accepted Camilla back—his foolish daughter, who had wandered among the resistance, unaware that he had once saved her.

He fed his eldest son and daughter his blood, making them the foundation of his growing power.

Watching his children grow was a truly happy time.

Truly… happy…

…

“Father!!”

His daughter’s desperate cry pulled the Godfather’s fading consciousness back to the surface.

When he regained clarity, he saw the old butler looking down at him, and behind the butler, his daughter rushing forward to save him.

“Agua!!”

—No!

The Godfather’s cry of warning never reached his daughter.

Without even glancing at her, Dominic reversed his grip on his sword and stabbed backward.

Seeing the blade aimed at her stomach, she made no attempt to defend herself.

Yet the sword found its mark, piercing the gap between Camilla’s scales, sinking precisely into her navel.

“Like father, like daughter.”

With clenched teeth, the eldest daughter swung her claws at him.

Only then did Dominic turn to face her, driving the sword even deeper.

“Kuh…!”

“Did you really think this lizard sincerely loved you? You know nothing of their nature. To them, this little family game is just another form of hoarding treasure.”

Camilla locked eyes with the Godfather, refusing to accept it.

With a sword through his mouth, he closed his eyes tightly and nodded.

As if to say, Yes, it was all just a game.

But the lie meant to make her flee had the opposite effect.

“I know better than anyone that your love isn’t a lie!”

Gritting her teeth, Camilla rose to her feet.

“I saw it clearly! That day, the one who saved me wasn’t some legendary swordsman—it was you!”

The spirit of a tiger filled her body.

The secret technique of the beastkin—Divine Possession.

The Godfather let out a silent scream.

Activating Divine Possession while manifesting dragon scales was incredibly dangerous—she risked being consumed by her instincts.

But soon, he realized his fears were unfounded.

Like a scene from a movie, she maintained her sanity.

As if driven by the power of love itself.

Hope glimmered in the eyes of the father and daughter.

And Dominic… utterly despised that hope.

“Tch.”

A silver streak cut across the unprotected space before her eyes.

A red line appeared. Blood poured out.

“AAAHHH!!”

The Godfather screamed.

Dominic swept Camilla’s legs out from under her, grabbed her by the chin, and forced her to the ground.

She clawed at the dirt, sobbing.

“Dad, I can’t see… Where are you…?”

“Agua!”

The father with his mouth sealed, and the daughter with her eyes stolen, desperately searched for each other.

Dominic stepped on her back and gripped her jaw.

The Godfather realized what he was about to do.

“AAAAHH!”

—Don’t!

But Dominic only responded with a cold sneer.

“Those citizens she butchered were someone’s children, too.”

Crack.

Her neck twisted.

Her body went limp.

She moved no more.

Blood filled the Godfather’s vision.

Is this… karma?

Losing his family twice to the same man—was this truly karma?

Then why does that man not receive his karma?

“I can’t accept this…! I must not accept this!!!”

The Godfather, with a sword embedded in his neck, let out a furious roar and clenched his teeth.

His teeth ground together, shattering the sword.

But the pain in his neck was nothing compared to the agony tightening around his heart.

Losing all reason, he reverted to his dragon form.

His reverse scale no longer mattered.

Even if it were destroyed, that man…!

However, as if refusing to allow even that transformation, Dominic continued his assault—slicing his eyes, slashing his navel, cutting off his tongue, and stabbing through the base of his wings.

In the end, the Godfather, drained of all strength, shed his scales and fell to his knees.

“Why… why…”

“Is the proud dragon shedding tears?”

“Why are you going this far?!”

“That’s my line. You dared to drag my brother from his peaceful rest long ago, and yet you thought you would be free from this pain?”

Only then did the Godfather look into the old man’s eyes.

The one he thought was nothing but ashes left behind was staring down at him with bloodshot eyes.

“If you sought revenge against me, you should have come for me! Why did you tarnish my innocent brother’s honor?!”

Throwing away the last shred of his dignity, the old butler screamed, his voice nearly tearing his throat apart.

Facing that raw fury, the Godfather let out a bitter laugh.

“How foolish…”

“What?”

“In the end, you won’t be the victor either. Doesn’t that make revenge seem so… meaningless?”

Dominic’s forehead veins bulge as he tightened his grip on his sword.


Raising it like an executioner preparing for the final blow, he spoke to the Godfather.

“Even if I have to burn the ashes to cinders, I will never forgive you.”

Believing in Jane, Dominic swung his sword down toward the Godfather’s neck.

Clang!

As if answering that belief, the protagonist blocked the final boss’s sword.



 
  Chapter 38 : The Swordsman and the Lady (4)


Dominic’s lips twitched.

‘As expected of the protagonist.’

The things he had taught her over the past few months hadn’t gone to waste.

Despite her aching body, she had blocked the old butler’s strike.

The old butler composed his expression and glared at her.

“Seeing that young face… are you feeling sentimental?”

He asked the question, threading the line between rudeness and courtesy.

In response, she shook her head.

“You’re the swordsman who saved me. I don’t care about this lizard.”

“Then you have no reason to stop me. Or are you trying to steal my revenge?”

“No.”

She shook her head again.

“I’ve met someone precious. I’ve already let go of my thirst for revenge.”

“Then hand this one over to me.”

“In that case, let me say this—this isn’t like you, Dominic.”

Her eyes, clear and unwavering, locked onto his.

Dominic recognized that she truly had let go of her vengeance.

“What’s ‘me-like’ then?”

“You said you gave up revenge.”

“Yes, I thought I had. But facing this guy in person… it seems I was wrong.”

“Just to be clear—did you approach me because of this?”

“No way. I only realized this guy was impersonating my brother after you told me. That was a coincidence.”

The old butler glared murderously at the barely-breathing Godfather.

“Maybe this is fate—fate born from this lizard’s sins.”

“Yeah… maybe it is fate.”

Jane stepped between them and raised her sword.

And then—

“Remember the contract?”

“?”

Slice.

She beheaded the unguarded Godfather.

Not out of revenge, but to protect the one who grounded her soul.

She didn’t spare a glance at the head with the face of the swordsman that rolled away. Instead, she turned back toward Dominic.

“Now there’s no revenge left. So, what will you do?”

“You’ll regret this, Miss Jane.”

It felt like a dagger pierced her chest.

The old butler who used to call her “Miss” was now addressing her by name—it hurt more than she’d expected.

But she braced herself—for his sake.

“You saved me twice. Now it’s my turn.”

***

The two clashed.

The old man’s movements were as dazzling as when he had overwhelmed the Godfather.

Even though his opponent was Jane, there was no mercy in his strikes.

In an ordinary spar, she would have been overwhelmed in an instant.

But now, she was countering Dominic’s sword perfectly—

As if she fully understood the intent behind every move.

Jane locked their crossguards together and asked Dominic a question.

“Your sword… you trained with that ‘brother’ of yours, didn’t you?”

Dominic nodded.

“We had no teacher.”

He tried to steady his emotions.

Though he had no real brother, it wasn’t hard to recall painful memories.

The opportunities lost due to scheduling conflicts.

The characters he had to abandon during his early, inexperienced days because of poor acting.

The commoner foods he could no longer eat ever since adopting the serious Duke persona… and would never be able to eat again.

‘Sniff… I want jjajangmyeon.’

He wasn’t even sure if there was a place that sold jjajangmyeon in this cultural zone.

Thinking of all these things, Dominic put on a sorrowful expression.

“That’s why we became each other’s teachers and honed our swordsmanship together.”

He recalled one of his scrapped side characters and made a regretful expression.

That failed character had served as a lesson, eventually leading to the creation of the nameless swordsman persona—so it wasn’t entirely a lie.

In any case, it was thanks to that “brother” that his swordsmanship had grown.

Hearing that, Jane gave a faint smile.

“Then my sword, forged through sparring with you… isn’t it your brother’s sword too?”

Dominic’s eyes widened like full moons.

Ohh! That interpretation!

Something about it stirred his sense of romance, so he went along with her words.

“…Maybe it is.”

Dominic’s sword tip trembled slightly.

She didn’t miss that tiny opening.

“Gould!”

The spirit of light burst into a flash right in front of them.

Dominic closed his eyes and responded with his other senses.

Three signals were caught.

Presence from the front.

Sound from the right.

Killing intent from behind.

‘It’s the front.’

But the old butler swung his sword to the right and behind instead.


In that moment, both of his swords slipped out of his hands.

Just like he had done when they first met.

When he opened his eyes again, Dominic saw a sword resting against his neck.

“One win for me.”

“…You’ve learned to control killing intent at will.”

“I told you—I let go of revenge a long time ago.”

“Congratulations.”

Dominic now looked at her with kind, warm eyes.

Exposed to that gaze full of affection, she scratched her cheek awkwardly.

“Honestly, even if it was luck… I still won, right?”

“It wasn’t luck. You won fair and square.”

There’s no such thing as absolute strength.

Just as Dominic defeated the Godfather when he let his guard down, it was only natural that Dominic would lose for failing to foresee her growth.

Encouraged by his words, Jane declared her rightful claim as the victor.

“Then I’ll count myself as the one who inherited your brother’s sword—and from now on, I’ll carve out a new legacy. One that has nothing to do with revenge.”

“Haa…”

The old man sighed, a deep breath carrying countless emotions, and dropped his shoulders.

“A complete defeat. I lost my composure for a moment. I’m sorry, Miss.”

“You’re the one who taught me, so what’s there to apologize for?”

She returned the sword to Dominic.

As he accepted the blade, she slumped into his arms.

“I’m tired. Carry me.”

“Yes, Miss.”

The old butler lifted her easily with one arm.

Behind them hovered the squinting tax officer.

“You know how to use telekinesis too?”

“I’ll explain later.”

“Alright.”

With the two of them, Dominic headed for the hospital—

Preparing to say goodbye to her.

***

A few weeks passed since the Godfather was defeated.

Removing the Marquis from his position wasn’t difficult.

Though he held a high rank, the Godfather had shattered his limbs to turn him into a puppet.

The Marquis himself said he didn’t want to continue such a disgraceful life, and smoothly handed over his territory to Rex.

(Rumor had it that Rex was so overjoyed, he fainted.)

While Rex made his way to the marquisate to assume his new role, the main players of this conquest exchanged unfinished conversations.

“But why did that lizard put a cripple like him up front and act as the mastermind from the shadows?”

At Jane’s rather blunt words, the half-crippled Marquis flinched, but the loser had no right to speak.

The one who answered her question was the squinting tax officer.

“He was afraid. He thought that if he openly claimed the title of Marquis, that swordsman would come back one day.”

“But he believed he was already dead.”

“Emotional wounds can’t always be explained logically.”

Because he feared the swordsman might return, he never placed his own face at the front.

“Polymorph likely works by the same principle.”

A dragon’s polymorph takes the form of a human imagined by the caster.

In the Godfather’s case, his fear of the swordsman had been carved so deeply into his mind that he could imagine no other form.

“It’s a kind of reverence. Humans who witness overwhelming fear often end up worshiping the source of it. Ah, speaking of which—ancient humans once revered nature—”

While the squinting tax officer droned on about totemism and the origins of religion, Jane turned to Dominic.

“Well, I guess it wasn’t such a crazy thought after all.”

At her gaze, the old butler shook his head.

“A shameful past. Please forget it.”

Jane gave a playful grin at his words.

“Nope. Not forgetting it. I’m going to tease you about it forever. Nyehehe.”

“I’ve beaten you many times before, haven’t I? I demand my right to be forgotten.”

“Yeah, but I won the last match, didn’t I? You suck at fighting now~”

“…I demand a rematch, young lady.”

“Nope~”

Jane hadn’t realized it when she was consumed by vengeance, but her true personality leaned more toward this side.

Now that she’d regained her composure, the atmosphere lightened up.

However, she only acted this way toward Dominic.

With others, even if she was a bit rude, the atmosphere was never this light.

‘Dominic… So you’re that swordsman, right?’

She had a strong desire to appear as the same little girl to the hero who had saved her when she was young.

Another reason was that she’d lost her parents early on (though she was 40 at the time, which is still considered young for an elf), and because of that, she wanted to act spoiled.

“Ehehe~”

Dominic, understanding how she felt, accepted her antics like a father indulging his daughter.

‘That little runt grew up this much, huh.’

As the two reminisced together, the time to reunite with Rex drew near.

In other words, it was time for both the squinty-eyed tax officer and Dominic to return to their real identities.

And the day before joining Rex—

Dominic and the squinty-eyed officer had their final meeting with her.

Sensing the unusual mood between the two, she also greeted them with a more serious demeanor, seeming to understand it was farewell.

“It’s about time to say goodbye, huh. You’re heading back to your real positions, right?”

She had already guessed it.

This meeting couldn’t last forever.

They were of noble status within a count’s domain, while she was just a vigilante with no background.

This relationship couldn’t continue indefinitely.

They might stay acquainted, but it was time to face the harsh reality of their status differences.

The squinty-eyed officer nodded, his face showing a hint of sadness, and lifted his disguise.

His squinty eyes remained the same, but beneath them, black skin and pointed ears were revealed.

A Dark Elf.

A third-class citizen, despised by other elves.

But Jane’s attitude didn’t change after seeing his true form.

Her own family had once been driven away by elves, so she actually felt a sense of kinship.

“So, should I start speaking more politely now?”

“No. In our count’s domain, everyone is equal under the lord. There’s no need for formal speech.”

“Good. Even just saying that gave me the chills.”

She gave the officer a pat on the shoulder, then turned to Dominic.

She was curious—who really was this old butler?

Under her expectant gaze, Dominic gave a signal to the officer.

“Understood.”

The officer turned his back on Dominic.

While Jane wondered why the Dark Elf officer turned away, Dominic began to release his disguise, and a gust of wind burst forth.

(For the record, the wind was just a flashy effect.)

The wind was so intense, she could barely keep her eyes open.

From the center of the wind, a voice rang out:

“Though the face I showed you on this journey was a lie…”

His voice gradually changed, becoming deeper and more resonant, like a cave.

Finally, Duke spoke in his true voice:

“But the man who spoke with you—that was never a lie, not even once.”

Her pointed ears perked up.

It was a voice she missed dearly.

Until just moments ago, she had believed Dominic was merely a superhuman who’d aged and accepted mortality.

An old man who had laid down his revenge and embraced peace.

But he wasn’t.

Her hero hadn’t aged a day since then.

In fact, his voice had grown even more handso—no, cool.

Duke lowered the wind just enough for her to open her eyes.

Her gaze traveled upward from his feet.

She saw unfamiliar shoes and a uniform.

But as her eyes moved higher, she spotted a familiar jawline.

Before putting on his helmet, Duke gave her a smile.

“You’ve grown splendidly, Jane.”

He hadn’t changed at all.

While she was lost in a wave of nostalgia, Duke donned his helmet.

‘Ah…’

She was disappointed, though he didn’t notice.

“You may call me your friend anytime.”

Though he said that, Duke knew it was realistically impossible.

He was the second-in-command of a vast territory that had even absorbed a marquisate, and she was a nameless vigilante.

In modern terms, the gap between them was like that of a jobless person without a license and a four-star general.

Even in a democratic society, you’d feel awkward sitting at the same table with someone of that rank—

So in this world, their status gap was insurmountable.

Duke felt regret too, but that was reality.

She clearly understood this too and didn’t hide her disappointment.

“Still, you could invite me out for drinks sometimes, right?”

“Do you enjoy drinking?”

“I’m thinking of starting now.”

Now that her revenge was over, she figured it was time to find a hobby.

“That’s a good mindset.”

Duke nodded and reached out his hand.

Since it was the last time, he set aside his usual restraint and gently patted her head.

“Don’t push yourself too hard, kid.”

—“Don’t overdo it and make sure to eat well, kid.”

She accepted the gesture and smiled more brightly than ever before.

“Okay!”

***

And the next day—

“Pleased to meet you! Jane, fifth unit! Reporting for duty!”

A cheerful voice rang out from a new recruit in Duke’s personal guard.

Inside his helmet, Duke was visibly flustered.

‘Didn’t you hate government authority!?’

He never expected her, a free spirit, to actually join under Rex’s command.

That’s why he’d made a whole dramatic farewell speech—so why!?

But Duke had misjudged one thing.

She didn’t hate authority itself—she hated incompetent and corrupt authority.

In that sense, this personal guard was not the kind of authority she despised.


She couldn’t even imagine the order led by Duke becoming corrupt.

“I’ll give my all for the safety of the marquisate under your command, Captain!”

As she saluted energetically and the other knights welcomed her with applause, Duke thought from inside his helmet:

‘Well… this is awkward.’

He’d better tell her not to spill their backstory to the other knights.



 
  Chapter 39 : The Providence Family Chronicles


The Heart of the Territory

The center of Count—no, now Marquis—Rex’s domain: Yeongdo.

A place where people were worked to the bone as if weekends didn’t exist.

Yet, even in this relentless city, the weekend had arrived.

Even the lord was resting, yet a shabby carriage hurriedly cut across Yeongdo.

“Father, we’ll be arriving soon.”

“Alright, I should get up.”

“Be careful when you stand.”

The old man’s name was Clambell.

He was once the adjutant of Duke, the captain of Jörmungandr’s royal guard.

Now, due to his age, he had stepped down from his former position and was serving Rex in another capacity.

Despite being just as famous in the territory as Duke or Rex, Clambell never flaunted his title or authority, nor did he indulge in luxury.

His frugality was evident—when he needed a carriage, instead of purchasing a new one, he retrieved a rusting one from the former lord’s warehouse.

Even this was a compromise, ensuring only the bare minimum safety for the territory’s third most powerful person.

For this reason, the most expensive item in the old man’s possession was his wheelchair.

“Father, please sit here.”

Clambell sat in the finest wheelchair he owned—one made of a special alloy, bestowed upon him by his superior, Duke.

Of course, Clambell initially refused, saying he shouldn’t indulge in luxury for a mere wheelchair.

“You are the face of Lord Rex. Your frugality is admirable, but for the sake of authority, appearance must be considered.”

Hearing those words, Clambell could no longer refuse.

Of course, Duke had only said that to soothe his own conscience, as he himself was about to start purchasing expensive equipment and luxury items.

However, Clambell, never doubting his superior’s intentions, accepted the reasoning without hesitation.

After that, Clambell allowed himself only the bare minimum indulgence expected of a high-ranking individual.

Even to this day, he had never owned anything more luxurious than his wheelchair.

Seated in the chair, he looked at the young man pushing him.

“Karan, let’s go.”

“Yes, Father.”

Karan, the young man, was a beastkin.

Clambell had never married and had no blood relatives.

However, he believed that a family was not bound by blood but by shared ideals and beliefs.

Thus, even though Karan was not related to him by blood, he was undoubtedly his son.

And Karan, who had not only been rescued from a slave trader but also been taught knowledge and wisdom, sincerely followed Clambell as his father.

The father and son approached a towering building—a former prison tower, once a symbol of oppression, now remodeled into an archive.

They presented their authorization to the two elite knights guarding the entrance, passed through strict security checks, and entered the building.

“Karan, from now on, you must continue my work.”

Karan swallowed his tears—tears of sorrow knowing his father did not have much time left, and tears of emotion from inheriting such an honorable duty.

He nodded firmly.

Clambell, with a satisfied smile, picked up a book with his trembling hands.

— The Providence Family Chronicles —

He gently ran his fingers over the book’s surface and spoke to his son.

“This chronicle can only be read and amended by the historian appointed by Lord Rex. You will become the honored bridge that preserves this great history for future generations.”

He opened the book.

“Now, I will show you how to record it.”

***

The Providence Chronicles

Year 0 of Rex Providence, X Month, X Day

With the founding of the Providence Territory, Duke proposed to Lord Rex:

“People who forget their history have no future.”

Thus, the position of historian was created.

Lord Rex refined the idea, setting strict rules to prevent the misuse of records in the future.

“No bureaucrat, not even the lord himself, may access these chronicles. Only the appointed historian shall have that privilege.”

This ensured the objectivity and fairness of the historian’s work.

“Furthermore, once a record is written, no eraser shall touch it.”

This was to remind the historian to write with utmost care and responsibility.

The greatness of the Providence family was magnificent from the very beginning and shall shine eternally.

The historian states:

Lord Rex’s grace is as vast as the sea, so virtuous and… (muttering)

Recorder: Arabella White

==========

The old man showed the first page.

“This is how you must accurately record all conversations and events. While adding a historian’s commentary at the end is not mandatory, it is highly recommended.”

Originally, this chronicle system did not exist in the source material.

However, Duke proposed it—not necessarily for the sake of future generations… but rather because:

“Someone has to know how amazing I am.”

A final boss needs witnesses, after all, and Duke had no intention of letting his legacy be forgotten.

He wanted future generations to hear tales of his greatness.

(Of course, Rex was embarrassed and opposed the idea, but when Duke threatened to stage a dramatic suicide, Rex had no choice but to approve it.)

However, others saw it differently.

“A knight must never bring shame upon himself or his descendants.”

The old man smiled.

In this world, there was no system in place to hold knights or lords accountable.

Against overwhelming power, philosophy and religion were nothing more than empty cries.

To counter this, Duke established records as a form of accountability.

While seemingly trivial, the accumulation of small details about everyday life could shape honor, ensuring that knights and bureaucrats remained mindful of their actions.

—At least, that was how the old gnome interpreted it.

Karan nodded, deeply moved.

“As expected of him. A role model for all knights.”

“That’s why you must record every single deed of both him and Lord Rex.”

“Understood, Father. But… the name Arabella White in the records—does that mean…?”


“Yes, it’s the same head maid you’re thinking of.”

During a time of severe manpower shortages, she served as both Rex’s assistant and a historian.

Since the position gave her a legitimate reason to stalk Rex, she eagerly accepted it.

Of course, most people assumed she took the job out of loyalty.

After hearing his father’s explanation, Karan nodded.

“Then, should I record alongside her?”

“No, she is no longer a historian.”

===========

X Month X Day

Due to serious concerns over the impartiality of Arabella White’s records, the Lord dismissed her from the position of historian.

Upon hearing this, Arabella White screamed in protest:

“I have a duty to preserve Lord Rex’s divine visage for future generations!”

To which the Captain of the 3rd Guard Company responded:

“Your workplace is not for indulging personal obsessions. Stop complaining and focus on your maid duties.”

The historian states…

Recorder: Clambell

==================

“This is what happened,” the old man said.

“Uh…”

Karan was at a loss for words.

He had just glimpsed the unfiltered reality of the most idolized figures in the territory.

“Father… Is it really okay to record things like this…?”

“A historian is duty-bound to record everything.”

“Won’t this shake the authority of the ruling class?”

This era deified its rulers, governing the people through charisma and fear.

Karan had also learned this principle in political theory.

However, the old man’s perspective was different.

“Ordinary people do not want their disgraceful actions to be recorded. But Lord Rex and Duke are different.”

While the records portrayed Arabella in a slightly unflattering light, the authority of Rex and Duke remained unscathed.

Instead, it gave the impression that they, too, were human and that, despite their flaws, they were making efforts.

In more specialized terms, this was referred to as “gap moe.”

“Duke once said: ‘Who deserves more praise—a person born good who continues to live righteously, or one who acknowledges their wicked impulses and overcomes them through effort?’”

The old man showed a record of Duke making this statement during a state council meeting.

Though it was likely something Duke had picked up from somewhere else, both the old man and his son found it deeply moving.

“That is why you must not be afraid and record everything. I will repeat this again: focus only on recording truthfully.”

Because this was such an important point, he repeated it three times.

By this point, his son was convinced and nodded in understanding.

“I understand. But should security-related matters also be recorded?”

“Of course. In the first place, this chronicle is designed so that even the lord himself cannot access it. Most of the classified information you record will likely have lower access restrictions than this chronicle.”

The old man opened a page.

***

Year 4 of Rex’s Rule, X Month, X Day

Lord Rex declared that all people under his name were equal, yet he was wary of those who would mock this declaration.

In response, Duke created the Secret Knights.

The first Secret Knight team consisted of Duke and Hedonius, heading southeast.

The second team consisted of Zio and Kelo, heading north…

***

The existence of the Secret Knights was a top-level secret, known only to Rex, yet even their most recent appointments were meticulously recorded.

“Even these records exist. This ensures that no shameful deeds are committed under the name of security.”

“That’s impressive. But Father, I apologize for asking so many questions…”

“No need to apologize. Ask everything you wish.”

The father looked pleased.

If his son had been asking pointless questions, it would have been different, but every question he asked hit the mark.

It showed how passionate he was about this position.

The old man was glad to know that even after he passed, his son would carry on this duty with excellence.

“What are you waiting for? Ask quickly.”

“Now that I think about it, if only historians can access these records, what is the point of recording them?”

“That, too, was already anticipated by Lord Rex.”

The conditions for non-historians to access the chronicle were extremely strict.

First, the lord and his bloodline were absolutely forbidden from reading it.

Second, government officials could only access it in cases of dire crisis for the territory.

Third, if a lord died and a successor was appointed, the people could access the records of the previous lord.

“The third condition is practically meaningless.”

To the people, Rex’s rank was considered to be the eighth rank of hierarchy.

Otherwise, it would be impossible to explain how he could use his interface ability across the vast Marquessate.

For someone like Rex, dying of old age was unthinkable, and the idea of him being assassinated was even more absurd.

Of course, he had tried many times to explain and correct these misconceptions, but they only deepened instead.

The second condition—access in times of crisis—was also difficult to imagine.

After all, they had Duke, their guardian deity(?), standing behind them.

“In short, right now, only historians can read it. But soon, the fourth condition will take effect.”

The fourth condition:

If the historian who recorded the information passed away, the records would become accessible ten years after their death.

This was a safeguard to prevent retaliation against historians while also ensuring security.

It was implemented based on Duke’s belief that there was no point in recording history if it was completely sealed away.

Of course, from Duke’s perspective, historians were not superhumans and would eventually grow old and die.

By the time they passed away and ten years had gone by, people would finally be able to read his heroic exploits.

“Now do you see why historians cannot be superhuman?”

The old man looked at his son with concern.

If he dreamed of defying the limits of lifespan and becoming an immortal, then the role of a historian would be far too cruel a position for him.

However, the old man soon realized his worries were unfounded.

“Father! Even if it shortens my life, I will ensure that every record is preserved!”

Seeing his son’s shining eyes, the old man smiled warmly.

“Just don’t overdo it. Lord Rex would be sad if you did.”

“Understood!”

The old man gently patted his son’s head and opened the most recent record.

***

Year 5 of Rex’s Rule, X Month, X Day

The messenger arrived, bringing news that Duke had subjugated half of the Drakun Marquessate.

Upon hearing this, Lord Rex rejoiced and declared:

“Truly, Duke is the most loyal subject. I wish to relinquish my position as lord and pass it on to him.”

However, every official residing in the lord’s mansion, along with all the knights, prostrated themselves and pleaded:

“Please reconsider!”

Thus, Lord Rex remained in his position.

The historian comments:

A true leader must possess ambition but never let it run rampant.

Lord Rex, who loves his people and does not seek personal gain, is the ideal ruler…

<Recorded by Clambell>

***

X Month, X Day

Duke completely subjugated the Marquessate and secured the Marquess’ unconditional surrender.

On this joyous day, Lord Rex shed tears.

When his retainers asked why he was crying on such a happy occasion…

Then, the Lord rebuked his vassals, saying,

“How can you look upon that territory and not feel a sense of despair?”

At this, all the vassals could not lift their heads, and the Lord adjourned the meeting that day.

The historian reflects:

The Lord always loves his people and also those who will become his people.

Thus, upon seeing the people who had suffered under the marquisate, he could not conceal his sorrow.

However, the vassals were blinded by glory and failed to recognize the people’s suffering, whereas only he truly empathize with their pain.

Ashamed of failing to emulate his love for the people, the vassals could not raise their heads.

The historian also confesses to sharing in this shame.

<Recorder: Clambell>

***

X Month X Day

On duty, 1st Platoon Leader Jane of the 1st Company of the Royal Guard spoke with her peers about Duke’s past.

However, she was caught by Duke himself.

As punishment, she was sentenced to 300 laps around the drill ground.

This, however, was not an act of personal retaliation, for Duke stated,

“A knight must neither judge others recklessly nor speak about them behind their back. If they wish to hear the truth, they should come and ask me directly.”

Reflecting on their failure to uphold knightly conduct, the new knights also voluntarily fasted that day.

Furthermore, Duke instructed the historian not to record this, claiming it was an embarrassing part of his past.

The historian reflects:

Though aware that I may be punished for recording this, Duke did not reprimand me even after learning of it.

This proves that he, too, believes history must be recorded with fairness.

Additionally, through Duke’s own words,

“Being born with a good nature and mastering one’s darker impulses are both admirable qualities.

As long as one is human, evil impulses will arise.

But the ability to govern them with one’s better nature is what a true ruler must possess.”

<Recorder: Clambell>

***

And one week later.

While checking the positions of officials through the interface, Rex was appalled.

“This is insane… They’ve been eavesdropping from beyond the wall…”

It turned out that the new historian was a rabbit beastkin, leading to an unexpected event where Rex lost even more of his privacy.

But ultimately, it was a minor matter.


.

.

.

Rex Year 10, X Month X Day

Duke recommended a new warrior, whom Rex gladly welcomed.



 
  Chapter 40 : Recruitment Competition (1)


It has been about six years since Rex consumed the marquisate and naturally ascended to the rank of marquis.

“I wanted to be a salaried worker…”

Even now, Rex had not given up on his dream of being a carefree employee, melting into his office chair.

While Ari stroked him to satisfy her own desires, Duke—the one who could be called the root cause of this entire situation—was…

“Hmm. No issues today either, I assume?”

“Yes, sir! No abnormalities to report!”

He was in the middle of a patrol.

One might wonder if it was appropriate for the second-in-command of the territory to be conducting patrols, but there was a valid reason behind it.

In this world, knights were obsessed with cultivating their martial prowess.

In other words, duties that did not contribute to strengthening their skills—such as patrols—were typically pushed onto junior knights.

To change this ingrained practice, the highest-ranking knight, Duke, had to lead by example…

At least, that was the official reason.

The real reason was that if he sat in the office, he’d have to do paperwork.

Once the patrol was over, the next task was training the knights who had been on patrol that day.

Since they had “wasted” time on patrol duty, he made up for it by serving as their mentor.

Because of this system, knights eagerly lined up to have their names added to the patrol list, hoping for a one-on-one lesson with Duke.

It was a virtuous cycle, a sight to behold.

However, Duke had one complaint.

“Hmm. Lately, I feel like I’m working way too much.”

With the marquisate under their control, the land they had to manage had expanded significantly.

But since all the personnel they should have recruited from the marquisate had been killed, the workload had simply doubled.

On top of that, between patrols, training, and even occasional undercover missions as a shadow knight, his body was being stretched to its limits.

Not that it was difficult.

The real issue was that, with all this work, he no longer had the time or freedom to create new “content” for himself, like when he had invaded the marquisate.

“This isn’t why I conquered the marquisate…”

It didn’t matter that he had dumped work onto his superior, Rex.

What mattered was that his own workload had increased.

For someone like Duke, who pursued pleasure without responsibility, this situation felt incredibly unfair.

“I need to recruit personnel to share the workload as soon as possible.”

However, bringing in protagonist-level heroes like Ari was always Rex’s job.

Until such heroes arrived, Duke and the Royal Guard had to continue protecting the territory.

So, he continued patrolling, training his subordinates, and sneaking into the archives now and then to refine his “concept” based on his records.

And after several years of this…

Finally, Rex launched a hero recruitment event.

[Now that the territory has stabilized, I think it’s time to restructure the Royal Guard.]

Duke cheered internally at the long-awaited message.

At last, things were progressing as they should in the original storyline.

Rex explained the need to reorganize the Royal Guard.

[According to the informants sent by Lord Sneria, it seems many territories now see ours as a threat.]

Considering this world naturally feared rapidly rising superhumans, it was only logical that Rex, who had devoured a marquisate within a decade, was now being closely watched.

In such circumstances, they couldn’t keep sending the Royal Guard outside indefinitely.

The Royal Guard was Rex’s last line of defense.

Unlike other lords, Rex lacked personal combat prowess, making it essential to have a dedicated unit protecting him.

Until now, they had been dispatched to accelerate the territory’s growth, but such high-risk gambits were no longer viable.

Especially since ordinary knights could be swayed by a single elixir and commit treason—if that happened, Rex was certain he’d end up hanging in the town square in no time.

Thus, they decided to form a new Royal Guard.

One unit would be assigned to protect Rex directly, while another would be deployed throughout the territory.

[First, we need to select a new captain for the Royal Guard.]

In his past life, they would have first organized the unit and then appointed a captain.

But in this world, a single hero-tier knight was more valuable than hundreds of ordinary knights.

Therefore, the priority was to select the captain first and then build the unit under them.

Fortunately, Rex’s interface had identified a few promising candidates.

[Hedonius, Sagas, Remesis. I’m thinking of choosing one of these three as the new captain.]

They were the three company commanders under Duke’s command.

Because of the nature of their respective magic types, Duke privately referred to them as the “Red, Blue, and Yellow Trio.”

Upon hearing Rex’s proposal, the three immediately stiffened.

“I’m sorry, but I serve as Duke’s adjutant.”

“I’m not qualified for such a role.”

“I can barely manage my own company as it is.”

They all refused.

Normally, anyone would jump at the chance to be promoted to Captain of the Guards, but the three brothers, bound by duty and loyalty, rejected the offer without a second thought.

Hearing their responses, Rex felt a headache coming on.

The territory still needed to grow, and there was much for the guards to do outside, like covert operations.

However, leaving his personal shield constantly outside was no different from exposing his heart to danger.

At that moment, the head maid, Ari, raised her hand, having read his concerns.

“There have been rumors among the maids about a mysterious wandering swordsman roaming the Marquisate. How about recruiting him?”

The question of why a maid was participating in a military meeting wasn’t particularly important.

(The reasoning was that the defense and combat capabilities of the lord’s estate also fell under the maids’ responsibilities.)

What mattered was that her words acted as a trigger.

A golden marker suddenly appeared on Rex’s interface window.

‘Oh. A recruitment quest.’

Rex immediately recognized that the golden marker indicated the location of the wandering swordsman.

It was positioned in a mountain range at the border between the Marquisate and the Sneria territory.

[Alright, let’s try recruiting this person first.]

The decision was swift.

Just as with Duke’s recruitment in the past, seeing that golden marker was proof that the swordsman was a hero.

Rex wasn’t someone who enjoyed too much attention, but as a gamer, he also had a collector’s mindset.

Watching her master getting restless with excitement over recruiting this golden marker, Ari smiled in satisfaction.

“In that case, I’ll prepare for our departure.”


“…Huh?”

Rex let out a dumbfounded sound.

Fortunately, the rabbit-eared adjutant didn’t hear it, so it wasn’t recorded.

[Why would I go out?]

“For recruitment, of course, my lord. Surely, you don’t intend to send someone else and expect to recruit them that way?”

[What about Duke?]

Rex turned to look at Duke.

Wouldn’t Duke handle it even if I didn’t go?

Despite knowing each other for ten years, Rex and Duke still hadn’t reached the level of communication where they could understand each other with just a glance.

“Rex, don’t worry. I’ll be accompanying you.”

Duke’s reassuring words turned Rex to stone.

Or perhaps it wasn’t a misunderstanding at all—he could have said it knowing exactly what he was doing.

Either way, the option of Rex not going was off the table.

Rex’s heart began to pound.

For the past ten years, at least within the territory, he had somewhat adapted and could walk around within his ability’s limits.

(Though one hour per day was his max.)

But this trip meant leaving the territory.

Not only that, it was a long-term journey—meaning he wouldn’t even have the safety of his daily one-hour outings and might even have to camp outside.

Wow!

A new place!

A new journey!

New encounters!

Tremble, tremble, tremble!

For the first time in ten years, he was leaving the territory, and Rex’s body started vibrating at 2500Hz.

Even though he was sweating so much he might need to worry about dehydration, Ari skillfully wrapped him up and led him to his room.

“I’ll help you prepare for the trip.”

After ten years, she had learned how to handle Rex.

Of course, through the power of admiration and bias, Ari saw her master as just a little reluctant and dramatic about leaving—but still reliable and worthy of her devotion.

As the head maid dragged her master off, the knights left behind exchanged glances.

Who would accompany Duke as his assistant?

Sensing the tense atmosphere, Duke addressed the captains.

“I didn’t mention it to the lord, but I’ve sensed an unsettling air recently.”

Of course, this was all based on his knowledge of the original story.

“For this journey, I’ll take Lieutenant Jane with me. The rest of you, guard this place and keep your swords sharp for any emergencies.”

It was here! The Second-in-Command’s foresight!

The captains’ eyes lit up in unison.

Duke had never been wrong before, so they accepted his orders with fanatical trust.

“Understood, Sir.”

“Good.”

Finally, Duke muttered just loudly enough for the adjutant on the other side of the wall to hear.

“And I’ll be taking the adjutant along at my own discretion.”

Leaving his subordinates saluting behind him, Duke stepped out of the room.

‘Time to meet our next comrade.’

***

Two weeks later.

Rex, Ari, Duke, and Jane arrived at the mountain range where the wandering swordsman was said to be.

(The adjutant was following them while keeping a low profile.)

“Uuuggghhh…”

Rex was practically dying inside the carriage as the mountain range loomed before him.

While Ari tended to his suffering, secretly indulging in her own satisfaction, Duke remained silent atop his horse, gazing at the mountains.

Then, the elf, Jane, rode up beside him and tugged at his cloak.

“Captain, what are you looking at so intently?”

“I’ve told you to be mindful of your conduct as a knight.”

“Ehh~ Aren’t you being too stiff? It’s not like anyone’s watching us here.”

“Am I not watching myself?”

“Ugh. You sound exactly like you did when you were a butler.”

“Hm.”

Of course, the real reason Duke was acting this way was because of the officer lurking within the forest.

Despite being a mere Rank 0, not even a superhuman, their ability to evade the perception of a Rank 4 and record everything was truly astonishing.

Regardless, Duke continued observing the mountain range until Rex regained his senses.

A few minutes later, after receiving Ari’s soothing “Nade-Nade Therapy,” Rex finally recovered from his nausea and stepped out of the carriage.

[So we have to walk from here?]

“Shall I carry you, Master?”

Ignoring Ari’s suggestion, Rex let out a deep sigh as he stared at the mountains.

Now that he had come this far, there was no turning back.

Just as he was about to take a step forward, Duke, who had been quietly observing the mountains, finally spoke.

“I sense two strong presences nearby.”

“Two?”

Rex, puzzled, checked his mini-map.

The golden dot, still glowing brightly as if waiting for him, was there.

But aside from that, there didn’t seem to be anything noteworthy—

‘Huh?’

Before he could finish his thought, a new marker appeared on the mini-map.

A crimson dot—signifying something between faint hostility and neutrality.

Its location?

Right behind them.

‘How…?’

This was the first time his Interface ability had ever failed to detect someone.

Normally, the Interface would mark all hostile, neutral, and friendly entities within his domain and its surroundings.

However, in rare cases—just like in the game—there were individuals who didn’t appear on the map.

‘An assassin!’

Stealth-based magic-wielding assassins were a prime example of this.

As soon as that realization struck him, Rex whirled around in alarm, ready to give orders to Ari and Duke.

However, unlike him, Duke didn’t even bother to glance back.

As Rex stood there, confused by Duke’s lack of reaction, a figure emerged from the shadows of the trees.

A woman in a uniform, her black hair streaked with blue highlights, lowered her head toward Rex.

“Have you been well, Lord of Providence?”

“Sneria…?”

Rex, still dumbfounded, returned her greeting.

The crimson dot on his mini-map remained unchanged.

As he wondered why she was displaying slight hostility toward him, she turned to exchange greetings with Duke as well.

“It’s been a while.”

“Three months, to be exact, Duke.”

“It’s been ‘as long as’ three months.”

Originally, they had agreed to meet once a month, but their schedules hadn’t aligned, and two months had passed without a meeting.

A subtle tension lingered between them.

Jane, witnessing this for the first time, couldn’t quite place why, but she didn’t like the atmosphere.

As she glared at Hana, Duke spoke again.

“Can I assume you’re here for the same reason as us?”


“Most likely.”

Only after hearing their conversation did Rex finally realize why Hana was marked in crimson.

With a slightly weary but contented smile from their reunion, she spoke.

“I’m sorry, but our territory needs this person as well. I can’t give them up so easily.”

She was a rival in the recruitment.



 
  Chapter 41 :.Recruitment Competition (2)


It wasn’t particularly strange for Hana to come and recruit the ronin swordsman.

That swordsman resided in a mountain range that marked the border between the Sneria and Providence territories.

“I heard ever since that swordsman settled in this mountain, merchants have been able to cross it in peace.”

As they climbed the mountain together, Hana shared the information.

Although she was marked with a red dot as a rival in the recruitment race, Rex saw her as the only one with whom he had a genuine alliance not rooted in selfishness but pure goodwill.

Because of that, even the slightest signs of hostility only indicated friendly competition, and never escalated into mind games.

Of course, the way she kept glancing at Duke while explaining suggested she wasn’t entirely free of personal interest.

“He’s well-known among the townsfolk too. The bandits who used to come down every winter haven’t shown up in recent years.”

She glanced at Rex, assuming he already knew.

But Rex was hearing this for the first time.

“Bandits?”

“Judging by your expression, it seems you haven’t heard.”

“Our citizens haven’t mentioned bandits. Maybe magical beasts, but not bandits.”

It was due to differences in terrain-based rainfall.

Even within the same mountain range, living conditions varied based on climate.

On Rex’s side, where water was abundant and vegetation lush, magical beasts thrived.

On the drier, gentler slopes on Sneria’s side, bandits were more common.

Such a marvelous mystery of nature!

With just this brief conversation, both Rex and Hana quickly recognized the difference as leaders.

“How fascinating.”

Only after Rex’s explanation did Hana understand the distinction.

“Huh? Is that important?”

Jane, the elf who had lived over a hundred years without proper education or family, couldn’t understand even after the explanation.

And Duke…

“Hmm.”

As always, he silently crossed his arms and pretended to understand.

In any case, this climate difference led to a slight gap in the intel both sides had on the swordsman.

To the Sneria territory, he was a chivalrous man of justice who protected public safety in exchange for a bottle of liquor.

To the Providence territory, he was a quirky swordsman who hunted magical beasts in search of snacks.

And the two leaders who had exchanged intel could not hide their dismay.

“Damn. This is bad. I thought wine would be enough.”

“Huh? Did I mess up my strategy?”

Hana had tucked away a bottle of Sneria’s finest wine into her shadow,

while Rex had stored various gourmet delicacies—crafted using knowledge from another world—inside his inventory.

Both regretted their lack of thorough information on the ronin swordsman.

But it was too far to turn back now, and doing so would only give the other side more time.

So the two lords quickly began crafting new strategies using the items they had on hand.

Meanwhile, Duke, who had roughly grasped the situation on both sides, thought to himself:

“It’s meaningless anyway.”

Regardless of what they thought of the ronin, the swordsman Duke knew wasn’t that kind of person.

His story was… far more complicated.

“Hm?”

Duke suddenly stopped mid-thought and stared up at the mountain peak.

“What’s wrong? Are you feeling unwell?”

Hana asked with concern.

Duke waved off her worries and dashed to the front of the group.

As soon as he pulled a greatsword from subspace, a flash of blue sword energy—like a lightning strike—shot down from the peak.

“Master!”

“Everyone into the shadows!”

While Ari and Hana gathered their companions, Duke swung his greatsword in defiance of the blue aura.

Silver and blue sword energy clashed in a cross formation.

The victor of that clash was Duke.

The silver aura sliced through the blue one and soared into the sky.

As everyone stood stunned, their eyes glued to the blade streaking toward the heavens, Duke finally spoke.

“That was a rather rude greeting, Peter.”

“You’ve got no right to say that, not when you didn’t even send a single message for decades.”

Only then did the group turn toward Duke.

An elderly man who hadn’t been there just moments ago was now facing Duke, holding a single-edged sword in reverse grip.

Despite the confrontation, the atmosphere between them wasn’t exactly hostile.

Though their swords were crossed, the old man’s expression was nothing but calm.

If anything, it felt like seeing an old frenemy.

Though unlike the elder, Duke looked genuinely furious.

“My lord could’ve been caught in the crossfire.”

“Oh… don’t tell me—”

The old man broke into a cold sweat as he looked past Duke, toward the group standing behind him.

“Is it that person?”

The old man asked, pointing at Hana.

Duke shook his head.

“Then that one?”

It wasn’t Ari or Jane either.

“Then… that delicate-looking lady…?”

“…He’s a man.”

“I must be going senile.”

As Duke raised his clenched left fist, the old man hurried to correct himself.

“Such a sturdy build indeed!”

“Can’t you see for yourself?”

“I mean his presence gives that impression!”

Duke sighed and sheathed his sword.

The old man returned his blade to its cane-shaped sheath.


Duke turned his back on the old man and faced Rex to introduce him.

“Allow me to introduce. This old man is Peter.”

“You fool. How many centuries have I told you that’s not my name?”

The old man, referred to as Peter, tapped Duke’s boot with his cane and approached the group.

He walked with his eyes closed, lightly tapping the ground with his cane, making it hard to believe he was the same person who had just unleashed that powerful sword energy.

Somehow, the old man turned precisely toward Rex and bowed his head.

“Greetings, lord of Duke. My name is Perseverans Esperance Taidar Escarandis, Royal Highness.”

“You may simply call me Peter, my lord.”

“HEY!”

Duke ignored the old man shouting and striking his boot with the cane, and draped his cloak back over his shoulders.

The old man sighed and gave up with a grumble.

“Yes, yes. Just call me Peter. As an apology for my earlier rudeness, may I invite you to my home?”

Rex nodded.

Hana quietly asked a question.

“Sir Peter, would it be alright if I joined as well?”

“Hm? Aren’t you part of the group?”

“Well…”

Hana glanced at Duke and Rex nervously.

The old man seemed to understand and nodded.

“This might take some time to explain. Very well, please come along.”

***

The group followed the old man toward the mountain peak.

In that short time, Jane and Ari came to realize that they were the weakest in the group.

Except for Rex and Duke, everyone else was at the fourth tier.

However, watching Hana and the old man ascend revealed that even among fourth tiers, there were different levels of skill.

‘Is this the difference in technique? Their upper bodies are so steady.’

‘Not a single drop of mana is leaking from their ankles.’

An average fourth-tier wouldn’t have noticed such subtle differences.

But thanks to their training under Duke, Jane and Ari had developed keen eyes and could tell how lacking their own skills were.

They felt a thrill from the difference in mastery, and from realizing they’d grown enough to perceive it.

Meanwhile, Rex felt a thrill of a different kind as he looked at the old man.

Name: Peter (Perseverance~)

Age: 890

Race: Human (?)

Level: 48 (?)

***

It had been a long time since he’d seen a question mark on someone’s stats.

However, Rex’s reaction wasn’t one of fear or dread.

‘As expected of someone Duke knows.’

His sense of what constituted “strong” had long since broken down, so no matter who the old man was, Rex wasn’t surprised.

‘Appraisal…’

Unavailable.

But just like with Duke, he figured he could form a pact later if needed, so he stayed relaxed around the old man.

While the blind elder was busy showing the group his prowess, they arrived at his house.

According to both Duke and Rex, it was a modest but reasonably large thatched-roof cottage.

The blind old man turned and smiled at the group.

“It’s humble, but please, come in.”

Rex and Hana, as the two leaders, stepped forward.

Even before the old man said anything, Rex—familiar with this culture—removed his shoes and entered the house without hesitation.

Hana, being from the Eastern Union, also removed her shoes without hesitation.

“Oh?”

The old man didn’t miss that small gesture.

+1 point to each side.

Though it was a comparative evaluation with no net change, it still raised his personal affection toward both of them.

Then came Duke…

“How many centuries have I told you to take off that damn helmet and cloak when entering someone’s house?”

“I removed my shoes, did I not?”

“Who the hell enters someone’s home dressed like that? Tch, I really can’t stand you.”

The old man gave up quickly and sat down in his spot.

Rex: -1 point.

There was no issue with the lord himself, but that knight of his…

Soon after, Rex sat cross-legged like the old man, and Hana sat politely in the traditional kneeling position.

At this point, evaluating their manners felt pointless.

“Hm. The ceiling’s low.”

As soon as Duke entered, he insulted the house, causing Rex to lose another point.

“Did it ever occur to you that you’re too tall?”

“Every house you’ve lived in had low ceilings. If I knew I’d be visiting, I would’ve gotten you a larger one.”

“Tch.”

Rex broke into a cold sweat at Duke’s words.

What’s the point of trying so hard when he ruins everything like this?

On the other hand, Hana was quietly delighted.

But both of them were also confused by Duke’s behavior.

‘What’s wrong with Duke?’

‘He’s not usually like this.’

Normally so polite and dignified, he was acting rudely in front of this old man.

Especially since the old man, during their climb, had been so courteous and refined.

The kind of elder you’d describe as “aged wisely.”

So why was Duke behaving like this?

Putting aside their confusion, the two focused on the old man again.

Having introduced themselves thoroughly during the climb, they moved straight to the point.

“It’s modest, but this is wine we’re proud of from our territory.”

“I heard you enjoy meat, so I prepared this for you.”

Hana and Rex each brought out wine and raw beef.

The old man’s eyes sparkled (figuratively, since he couldn’t open them).

With a cheerful air, the old man popped the cork off the wine bottle.

“It’s been a while. Up until a hundred years ago, this man and I used to drink together almost every day.”

Everyone turned to look at Duke.

Arms crossed, Duke nodded.

“We used to drink often. When he passed out, I’d carry him home and toss him inside.”

“…Ah.”

The old man laughed heartily, saying that was a fond memory, and poured himself a glass of wine.

Normally, drinking in front of guests would be considered a breach of etiquette, but exceptions were made for superhumans.

Unless they caused a scene while drunk, it didn’t matter—because superhumans couldn’t get drunk in the first place.

So drinking wine at a first meeting wasn’t all that different from drinking tea.

“Would you care for a glass?”

At the old man’s offer, both lords declined.

Hana out of politeness, and Rex simply because he was weak to alcohol.

Peter took a swig, thinking to himself that they were truly fine lords.

As the wine passed down the old man’s throat, Duke let out a sigh deep enough to reach the core of the earth.

“Hmph…”

“You bastard. Don’t sigh when someone’s drinking! It ruins the taste!”

Duke didn’t even respond.

The old man clicked his tongue—almost—but remembered he had guests, so he straightened his posture.

“Apologies. It was rude to act like that in front of guests.”

The two lords waved it off, saying it was fine.

Still, Duke’s constant rudeness kept nagging at them.

What could this old man have done to deserve that kind of treatment?

But their question didn’t last long.

Once the wine loosened the old man’s lips, he revealed the answer himself.

“As you can see, I introduced myself as a duke, but technically, I’m a duke of a fallen empire.

Now I’m just an old man without a title.”

Only then did the two understand Duke’s attitude.

The highest rank one could earn through sheer strength was marquess.

Dukes were reserved for those of royal blood or through a specific contract with the royal family.

In other words, Duke—who had destroyed the empire—naturally held animosity toward the ducal families that were of royal blood,

and vice versa.

“But just so there’s no misunderstanding—I don’t resent that knight bastard.And I’m sure he feels the same.”

“?”

“Huh?”

They were wrong.

Even before the empire fell, Duke and the old man had a love-hate relationship.

In fact, the old man insisted that the fall of the empire had been justified.

“Those people were scum a thousand times over. They deserved to die.”

“Then…”

The old man continued his explanation.

He had watched with his own eyes as the empire collapsed and his own house fell into ruin.

In that process, Peter came to a single realization.

“The royal family, the ducal houses… all of them were so full of arrogance and greed,they even distrusted their own children—and would eat them alive if necessary.”

He poured another drink, his expression desolate.

“This is the result.Their dreams ended, the royal family was shattered,and the ones they used to mock as weak ended up hunting them down.”

It was a tale all too common.

As new kingdoms claimed their sovereignty, the former royals were branded traitors for the sake of legitimacy.

“So I thought long and hard.Why had they fallen so far?And what I realized was—

they refused to entrust their dreams to the next generation.”

They were only concerned with kicking the ladder down behind them.

Even with their own children, they only let them rise up to their chins, never past them.

If they’d had natural lifespans, there might’ve been a generational transition.

But without limits to their lives, their suspicion of the next generation only deepened.

As a result, they rotted, stagnated, and sowed the seeds of their own downfall.

“That’s why, to the lords I now serve, I wish to ask the most important question.”

Gulp.

Both lords swallowed dryly.

What kind of question was he about to ask?

Was he about to ask if they were ready to entrust their dreams to the next generation?

And if he did—were they truly prepared for that?

As the two steeled their resolve,

the old man wetted his lips with wine and finally spoke.

“Have the two of you had sexual relations? Or do you have a partner in mind?”

“…?”

“Excuse me?”

Despite their reactions, the old man asked again—proudly.


“I mean, have you had sex?”

He reeked of wine.

And only then did the two realize why Duke had been acting that way.

This old man—

was quite thoroughly senile.
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At the old man’s question, the pupils of the two lords trembled as if an earthquake had struck.

Was he seriously asking?

Probably not.

Even if he was a former duke, he had once mingled with Duke, so he likely had some deeper meaning behind it.

Still, just in case, the two of them glanced at Duke for a cue.

Understanding their feelings, Duke nodded and spoke to the old man.

“Excuses, excuses. Now you’re blaming the Empire, huh?”

“?”

“That guy was like this whenever he drank, even before the Empire fell.”

Of course, back when the Empire was still standing, Peter had at least some manners in Duke’s memory.

At that time, he would say things like, “successor this,” “children that,” or “dreams”—but he didn’t blatantly shout about sex and other indecencies.

He used to express it elegantly, talking about giving up greed and preparing for the future generation.

The problem came after the Empire’s collapse.

Having stepped down from his duke position, he just started yelling “sex” outright.

At Duke’s words, the two lords’ faces visibly cooled.

They had thought an old man of duke rank must have had some deeper meaning, but it turned out he was just a senile old man.

As Peter chuckled heartily at their reactions, Duke belatedly defended his honor.

“Of course, he’s not so far gone that you need to worry. Just answer honestly.”

Only after Duke vouched that this was part of the old man’s ‘testing method’ did the two return to a serious attitude.

But that seriousness was short-lived.

When it came time to actually answer, their lips wouldn’t easily part.

What were they even supposed to say?

As Rex’s eyes spun around nervously, Hana, her ears flushed red, answered first.

“I don’t have any… experience yet, but there is someone I’ve already chosen in my heart.”

Peter’s gaze sharpened.

Though she was trying hard, he noticed her eyes slightly shifting toward Duke.

The old man smiled warmly.

How delightful.

Hana took this as a good sign and continued speaking.

“As for an heir… I’m not obsessed with bloodlines. If someone appears who could make my people happier than I could, I would gladly step down.”

Since she had protected her territory and eventually handed it over to Rex in the original story, her words were completely sincere.

And that sincerity reached the old man.

His smile deepened.

Stroking his corn-like beard, he nodded.

“A model mindset.”

Hana’s face brightened.

But you should always hear things to the end.

Without erasing his smile, the old man delivered a verdict that might seem cruel to her.

“However, it’s not the answer I wanted. In fact, it’s an answer I dislike, my lady.”

Hana’s cheeks stiffened.

She had bared her heart, enduring her shame—and this was the reaction she got?!

Not just wrong, but disliked!

Her fists trembled slightly.

Whether it was from anger or humiliation was unclear.

With Hana’s turn over, the opportunity now passed to Rex.

Suppressing his social anxiety, Rex spoke honestly.

“I… I don’t have any experience yet… as for experience…”

Strangely, even though Rex was the one speaking, Ari’s face also flushed red.

Seeing their reactions, the old man guessed the nature of their relationship and nodded in satisfaction.

Rex continued, much like Hana.

“And as for an heir, I don’t have any plans yet.”

Peter’s expression hardened.

It was as if he were about to roar, “You call that an answer?!”—his neck veins bulging.

But Rex, unable to meet Peter’s eyes, awkwardly scratched his cheek and went on.

“Right now, I don’t have the luxury. Once I can guarantee a stable environment where my child can be happy, then… hehe…”

It was the typical mindset of a 22nd-century Korean.

Only after securing a home, stable income, and a proper environment would one consider having a child.

Of course, in the 22nd century where Rex had lived, such thinking had eventually led to a disastrous 0.1 birthrate, but even with the world changed, the mindset hadn’t shifted much.

Economically speaking, they were stable now.

But Rex and Ari were too busy developing their territory to dedicate time to a child yet, so they had decided to postpone it.

This too was an extension of Rex’s sense of responsibility.

Ari subtly moved closer to Rex, as if to show her support for him.

Watching the two, Peter was impressed.

“Such admirable responsibility.”

“Then…”

“But still, it’s not enough for the answer I seek.”

“Huh?”

Rex couldn’t hide his bewilderment.

If Hana was wrong and he was wrong too, what kind of answer did this strange old man even want?

Sensing the silent request for clarification, Peter jerked his chin toward Duke.

“That guy probably knows the answer.”

At Peter’s words, Duke nodded.

Thanks to knowledge of the original story and countless drinking sessions with Peter, he naturally knew the ‘model answer.’

However, Duke didn’t reveal it.

“You must find the answer yourselves.”

Partly because if Duke told them, Peter would refuse to recognize them.

And partly out of respect for his drinking partner.

“I can at least tell you the reason why, though.”

At Duke’s question, the old man nodded.


“That much is fine.”

With the old man’s permission, Duke pointed out the two’s issues.

First, to Hana:

“A monarch must have ambition.

To shoulder the dreams of the countless people who follow them, they must have sufficient ambition.Frugality is a virtue, but that’s the virtue of a middle manager.What kind of dreams can a monarch without ambition entrust to their successor?”

At Duke’s criticism, Hana’s body trembled slightly.

Duke ignored her reaction and spoke to Rex as well.

“If I may speak frankly, the answer that old man seeks is not simply about the matter of succession.

Rex, your answer itself has no flaws, but it misses Peter’s intention.”

In other words, Hana’s was an unworthy wrong answer, and Rex’s was a disappointing wrong answer.

Rex’s eyes rolled anxiously.

Then what was the true intention behind the question?

Compared to Rex, Hana’s reaction was more dramatic.

Rather than being rejected by Peter, it was Duke’s harsh criticism that hit her harder.

Meanwhile, Peter, sensing the two lords’ presences through his intuition, skillfully picked up a piece of raw beef tartare with his chopsticks, even though he couldn’t see.

‘Duke… After all that talk, you really did find yourself a lord to serve.Lucky bastard.Still…’

He washed down the meat with some wine and looked toward the two young lords, who still hadn’t risen from their seats.

‘It may be foolish of me, but…I find myself a little excited, too.’

Maybe, just maybe, he could find someone like that himself someday.

With that faint hope in his heart, the old man emptied his wine and food.

***

That evening,

After Duke’s group left Peter’s home, promising to meet again,another group of guests arrived at the mountaintop where Peter lived.

They hadn’t been invited.

Nor were they travelers who had gotten lost and stumbled upon the place by chance.

After all, who would accidentally climb to the summit of such a steep mountain, a place where even people of the Fourth Tier barely reached?

And those who hid their faces behind black cloths, concealed weapons hidden in their cloaks, and stared at the cottage in silence—

were usually called assassins.

However, these were not ordinary assassins

.

They had their own system of hand signals and carried weapons of noticeably higher quality than typical hired killers.

They watched the cottage from the forest, holding their breaths.

The peaceful night was filled only with the chirping of birds and crickets.

Hours passed like that.

Finally, the door of the cottage opened, and the old man stepped out with a cane.

Since Peter couldn’t see anyway, a dark night without a single glimmer of light was no different from daytime to him.

Tapping his cane on the ground, Peter made his way toward the outhouse.

Even then, the assassins remained hidden, waiting for something.

Then, on Peter’s way back from the outhouse—

“Ah.”

His foot caught in a wire snare.

As if waiting for that moment, the assassins pounced all at once.

Some attacked from above, some from the ground, others rushed in while circling around to surround him.

Standing at the center of the encirclement, the old man let out a long sigh.

“The royal dogs really do take after their master. No manners whatsoever.”

Shing.

The stick he had seemed to be using as a cane revealed a blade with a quiet shimmer.

In the next instant, the old man’s arm blurred—

and the assassins’ field of vision split in two.

Some saw the world cut horizontally, some vertically, some diagonally.

Though each of their perspectives differed, the result was the same.

Plop.

Severed heads fell to the ground.

Only three assassins managed to dodge the initial strike, retreating while bleeding from their faces.

“Damn it. That wasn’t in the information…”

“Tsk, tsk.The kingdom’s guys have gotten sloppy.

At least the Empire’s assassins were arrogantly skilled to match their pride.These kingdom clowns, though—what the hell made them so complacent?

The world’s gotten too peaceful.”

Peter reverted the sword back into a cane and clicked his tongue in disappointment.

The assassins quickly remembered that Peter was blind and began communicating silently with hand signals:

I’ll draw his attention.

You cover.

You strike from underground.

Each took on a role:

One hid in the shadows,another widened the distance,and the last one lunged forward with a spear to distract Peter.

Another provided support from the shadows.

The last one aimed a crossbow, waiting for an opening.

It was a well-coordinated, trained assault.

But still far too lacking to reach Peter.

Peter blocked the spear precisely with the sheath of his sword and plunged his inverted blade into the ground.

Fssshhh!

A sound like air leaking from a balloon—

and blood burst from the shadows like a fountain.

Peter abandoned the sword stuck in the ground, snatched the spear pinned against the sheath,

and with a fluid motion, hurled the sheath toward the crossbowman to disrupt his aim—

before finishing off the two nearest assassins with the stolen spear.

By the time the crossbowman recovered, Peter—his sword reversed into a grip—was already right in front of him.

“Ah…”

The assassin barely had time to gasp.

Peter swung the reversed sword—

but halted the blade just before contact, slipping it neatly back into the sheath.

The final assassin was hanging in midair, desperately struggling.

Peter tilted his head up toward the starry sky and sighed.

“They think just because I can’t see, they can signal each other right in front of me.They’ve regressed even further compared to the Empire’s days.”

Tap tap.

Peter tapped the ground with what now looked once again like a simple cane, muttering to himself:

“This is why people should have sex while they still can.The royal family didn’t pass down a single shred of legitimacy.”

Crack.

The last assassin’s neck twisted grotesquely,

and from the darkness, a soft voice answered Peter’s lone mutter.

“If that filthy will is to be carried on by blood, then it’s better that it isn’t continued at all.”

Following those words, Duke withdrew his left hand into his cloak and stepped out from the darkness.

“And more importantly, it’s not about blood.”

“Of course. If it were, there’s no way you would have spared me.”

“What do you take me for?”

“The Butcher of Royal Blood. The Greedy Serpent. The Melancholic Knight of Pity.”

“You really must have a death wish.”

Cry, Durandal.

Duke pulled a greatsword from his inventory.

Seeing this, Peter clicked his tongue and chuckled.

“Seriously? Still? Well, I won’t rush you. It’s not like you’re about to die young or anything.”

“I’ll take care of it in my own time.”

“Yeah, seeing you today, I guess you will.”

Duke openly changed the subject.

“I’ll help clean up the corpses. I don’t want to sour my lord’s mood first thing in the morning.”

But Peter wasn’t about to let him off so easily.

“So, you planning to have sex or what?”

Facing the old man who habitually harassed him with inappropriate jokes, Duke bowed his head briefly and replied,

“My dream… is not something I can entrust to a child.”

“Do you even realize how many people’s dreams you’re already carrying?”

“As long as I don’t lose, it’s fine.”

“That’s nonsense… but then again, you’re the one saying it, so maybe it’s possible.”

Peter turned away from Duke in disgust.

Tch. Poor bastard.

In Peter’s eyes, Duke was a knight who fully understood that great power came with great responsibility.

That’s why he tried to shoulder the dreams of the vast empire’s people—and he certainly had the ability to do it.

But for that very reason, he also knew better than anyone how crushing it would be to pass that dream onto his own child.

And so he chose to bear it all himself.

Turning his back to Duke, Peter muttered,

“I could never serve someone like you as my lord, even if they threw dirt into my eyes.”

A true monarch should shoulder the dreams of their people.

But at the same time, they had to show their ambition—enough for the people to yearn after them, to set their hearts ablaze.

To dream, to show dreams, to bear dreams, to create dreams, and ultimately, to become the dream itself.

Of course, it was impossible for a mere human to completely achieve this, much less sustain it forever.

That’s why a true monarch needed the wisdom to humbly accept their limits and entrust the dream to future generations.

In short, what Peter sought wasn’t perfection—it was the willingness to strive toward it.

In that sense, Duke was not fit to be a king.

He might be able to bear the dream, but he was too noble for ordinary people to follow in his footsteps.

He might be able to create an heir, but the will he carried would be far too heavy for any successor.

“I’ve never met another guy like you my entire life.”

Ironically, while Duke wasn’t suited to be a king, as a knight, he was perfect.

Duke, not backing down, said,

“That’s exactly why I wield a sword.”

“Annoying bastard.”

His insight only made him more irritating.


Peter grumbled as he began cleaning up the corpses.

Duke helped him silently, thinking to himself:

No way I’m passing down the ‘Final Boss’ dream to my kid.

The whole idea clashed with his image, and honestly, it was so embarrassing he didn’t even want to imagine it.

Of course, Peter—who could never even conceive that such a noble knight could have thoughts like that—would misunderstand him forever.
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The Next Day at Lunch.

The group climbed the mountain again where the old man was.

While they were ascending, the elf Jane kept tugging at Duke’s cloak.

“Boss, boss! So, what did the old man say yesterday during the day? What does the fall of the Empire have to do with you?”

Her question made the group fall silent.

They had forgotten because it felt so natural.

The upper ranks of the Providence territory knew about Duke’s past —

That he was one of the main figures responsible for the downfall of the Empire.

However, since their trust in Duke was so deep, their treatment of him hadn’t changed even after finding out.

In contrast, Jane still belonged to a rank where she wasn’t supposed to know such secrets.

It was as if a non-commissioned officer had stumbled upon classified state information.

Because of this, the group froze and glanced at Duke nervously.

Breaking the silence, Duke scolded Jane.

“I told you before, digging into someone else’s past is not a virtue for a knight.”

“Eh?”

“When we return, you’ll run 200 — no, 300 laps around the training ground.”

“Kyaaaah!”

Elf Jane protested, shouting, “Down with tyranny! Down with military injustice!”

Ignoring her, the group continued their climb.

When they reached the summit, the blind old man, who had been sweeping the yard with a broom, welcomed them.

“You’ve arrived.”

Of course, the fact that Duke had met with the old man the previous evening was a secret only the two of them shared.

There was no need to tell the guests that the ground they were standing on was once soaked in blood.

“Sniff sniff. Master, doesn’t it smell like blood here?”

“How would I know?”

“Why does it smell like blood?”

Naturally, the sharp-nosed Ari sensed something was off, but—

“Right after you all left yesterday, we hunted a rare beast. The smell must be from draining its blood in the yard.”

Peter’s quick wit smoothly covered it up without any issue.

Thus, they filled their stomachs with simple beast meat for lunch and resumed the interview from the day before.

“So, have you two found your answers?”

The two lords sat politely in front of the old man, who was sitting cross-legged like a grandparent handing out New Year’s money.

Although it felt like the roles of lord candidates and their retainers had been reversed, the ones in need had to dig the well.

“How many children are you thinking of having?”

Naturally, the questions that came from the old man’s mouth were nowhere near normal for an interview.

But by now, the lords were no longer flustered.

After thinking it over at the inn for a day, they concluded that Peter’s odd questions were a high-level strategy to shake their composure.

As usual, Hana was the first to raise her hand in response to the question.

“I, D-”

The moment she uttered the “D” sound, the old man grimaced and cut her off.

“That’s not what I’m asking.”

An answer so wrong it wasn’t even worth considering.

Realizing she had pushed it too far, Hana’s face turned beet red.

Next came Rex’s turn.

“I’ll pass today.”

Rex shook his head and gave up his right to answer.

He felt he hadn’t yet grasped the old man’s true intent.

“We’re just here to see you today, sir.”

His words left a favorable impression on Peter —

He could feel that Rex respected his beliefs and didn’t want to coax him into anything with empty flattery.

Rex: +1 point.

“Lord, this one isn’t as virtuous as you seem to think he is.”

But Duke immediately deducted a point.

Rex: Back to 0 points.

Thus, even on the second day, the group only chatted with the old man and then parted ways.

And the same pattern continued the next day, and the day after that.

Hana, unwilling to waste her once-a-day chance, kept blurting out wrong answers.

Meanwhile, Rex refrained from answering and simply conversed with the old man before descending.

This difference left a distinct impression on Peter.

“You’re here again.”

One dark night when only the sound of crickets filled the air after everyone had descended,

Duke, as usual, visited Peter’s home.

They pulled out Peter’s favorite white liquor and drank together, talking about the two lords.

Peter, wetting his corn-like beard with alcohol, grumbled:

“Tsk. I hate to admit it, but you really do have an eye for picking lords.”

“Hmm.”

“Lady Sneria is a good person, for sure… but she’s not a good lord.”

Duke neither agreed nor disagreed with Peter’s assessment of Hana.

Still, having interacted with Duke, Peter could sense a hint of displeasure even through his expressionless helmet.

Who would feel happy hearing their favorite being criticized?

But at the same time, Peter was simply stating a fact, so there was no room for argument.

Peter interpreted Duke’s silence in another way.

‘Judging others isn’t exactly a commendable attitude.’

After all, gossip is a poison-tipped arrow, and compliments are honey-coated blades.

Speaking judgment on others itself could easily turn into arrogance.

Nonetheless, Peter believed he had the right to judge the two potential lords he might serve.

“I’ll just talk to myself, so you just listen.”

“…”

“Lady Sneria is extremely responsible, but she lacks a dream. She’s not running toward her dreams — she’s being chased by her sense of duty. And that path doesn’t lead to a horizon… only to the edge of a cliff.”


Duke didn’t deny it.

Because he knew exactly where her sense of duty would eventually lead.

Peter emptied his final cup.

Compared to her, your lord truly has both ambition and a sense of responsibility.

She’s not clinging to this old man — she’s weighing this old man on a scale.

Me, whom even the imperial prince couldn’t dare to meet eyes with!

Duke didn’t particularly deny this assessment.

Game-brained Rex was simply weighing whether the old man was a hero unit worth bringing along,

but ultimately, in the big picture, it wasn’t wrong.

Leaving the old man to enjoy his drunkenness, Duke stood up from his seat.

He adjusted his cloak and, turning his back to the old man, asked:

“So, have you made up your mind?”

The old man nodded.

“Before I spend a lifetime suffering under a new lord, I think it’s alright to wander just a little. Also, it gives me time to mentally prepare before I start addressing you respectfully.”

“Understood. Just don’t wander too far.”

Without looking back, Duke disappeared once again into the darkness.

A few days after that conversation—

“Please take good care of this old man, Lady Sneria.”

Peter headed for Hana’s territory.

***

In the recruitment battle between Rex and Hana, Hana was the winner.

“I will find someone who can succeed me.”

After many wrong answers, she was the first to finally give the right one.

Rex, until the end, only conversed with the old man —

He never gave the correct answer.

“Hoho. To think I could find a lord to serve at my age.”

Peter stroked his long beard and bowed his head to her.

At the news that Peter was coming to her side, Hana and the vassals who had hidden in her shadow all rejoiced.

He was an old man who had exchanged blows with Duke.

There was no doubt about his character, and his martial prowess was outstanding.

With him arriving in the territory, there was no longer any need to worry about its defense.

They could now focus solely on the territory’s growth without worrying about the watchful eyes of neighboring lords.

“Thank you, Elder. I will serve you so that you feel no regret.”

Seeing her bow again and again, Peter smiled warmly.

Once Peter officially became part of Sneria’s domain, Rex gave up on him cleanly.

“It was a pleasure, Elder Peter.”

Following the Confucian spirit flowing through his veins,Rex politely bowed and offered a farewell to the old man who had become another’s retainer.

Peter also respectfully returned Rex’s farewell.

“Lord Rex. I hope we will meet again someday.”

Thus, Rex’s party cleanly gave up on Peter, descended the mountain, and boarded their carriage.

As always, Duke rode silently on horseback, and as always, Jane played with Duke’s cloak and earned another 100 laps around the drill yard as punishment.

Once the carriage was a good distance from the mountain, Ari comforted Rex, who sat with his head lowered.

“Please don’t be too disappointed, Lord Rex. It seems fate wasn’t meant to be.”

“It’s not that I’m upset…”

“Then why are you hanging your head like that?”

“Motion sickness…”

“Ah.”

Only after resting his head on Ari’s lap did Rex finally regain some stability.

On their way back to the domain—

Rex, with his ear resting on Ari’s lap, tapped away at his communicator.

[Duke.]

“Speak.”

[Was my decision the right one?]

“I don’t understand what you’re referring to.”

[Yielding Elder Peter. I’m the lord of our territory — shouldn’t I have been more selfish?]

Duke was silent for a moment before responding.

“I’m not sure. But the imperial family of the Empire was destroyed despite being so selfish. Maybe another path is the right answer.”

Only then did Rex feel at ease and close his eyes.

While Ari secretly fidgeted with sleeping Rex,

Duke quietly gazed across the mountains in the direction of Sneria’s territory.

‘That old man Peter better do well.’

***

Meanwhile, on Hana’s return journey to Sneria’s territory—

The vassals who had hidden in her shadow until now didn’t leave Peter alone.

“Elder! How did you meet Sir Duke?”

“Elder, is there a particular kind of alcohol you prefer? Our territory is famous for its wine, you know!”

The reason they wagged their tails so enthusiastically toward the old man was simple:

They knew this contract of loyalty was purely out of the old man’s goodwill.

Peter’s level was at least equal to, if not greater than, Hana’s.

There was no leash, no binding contract to hold him down.

Thus, the only thing they could do was flatter him.

However, none of Hana’s vassals felt ashamed about their behavior.

Compared to groveling before some lord of questionable character, flattering an elder of great virtue didn’t seem shameful at all.

Especially considering the deterrence against war that Peter would bring —

it was an incredibly cost-effective investment.

Surrounded by their endless flattery, Peter smiled as if he were watching his grandchildren play.

“It was getting lonely in the mountains with no one around, but now, being treated like this, I hardly know what to do with myself.”

In that warm, cheerful procession,

Peter eventually broke away from the vassals’ flattery for a moment and spoke directly to his new lord.

“Lady Sneria.”

“Yes, Elder?”

“Though I’ve lived my life secluded in the mountains and am ignorant of recent affairs,

I’ve still heard things from traveling merchants.”

Peter’s pale eyes narrowed.

It was a sight that could easily unsettle someone with a weak stomach.

However, Hana flinched for a different reason:

From Peter’s presence, something she couldn’t quite explain felt ominous.

Peter, with his empty white eyes, stared directly into Hana’s.

“According to the merchants, the surrounding territories have recently been stockpiling large quantities of wheat and iron.”

“…”

“And considering how much you desired to recruit me…”

“That’s why we invited Elder Peter. We thought that you, at least, might be able to prevent the war.” 

“Is that so? If that’s the case, this old body will do its best.” 

After that, Peter didn’t bring up the topic again. 

On the way back, Hana and her attendants learned that Peter hated fish—especially freshwater fish—and, contrary to his appearance, despised fishing. 

On the other hand, what he liked was swinging swords, drinking alcohol, and wandering from place to place. 

“Maybe my patience has dwindled with age, haha!” 

While giving off the impression of a kindly but still energetic old man to the attendants, Peter wore a bitter smile in his heart. 

‘I’m sorry, Lady Sneria.’ 

Inwardly, he deeply apologized to Hana. 

‘If an old man like me traveling around could have prevented war, the Empire wouldn’t have fallen.’ 

The old man mocked himself. 

Even though he knew his homeland was rotting away, he couldn’t bear to abandon what little he had left, so he remained inactive. 

Yet, he was also someone who couldn’t bring himself to stop those who stood up against the wrongs. 

In the end, unable to do anything, he gave up even his training, let himself drift into old age, and became a weak-willed old man. 

In that sense, he and Sneria might not be so different. 

An old man with conviction but lacking resolve. 

A young woman with conviction but lacking ability. 

The old man once again apologized to the young woman who optimistically believed in the future. 

‘Chased by responsibility, your vision has narrowed, young lady.’ 

She had overlooked one crucial fact. 

If one person’s existence could prevent a war, then conversely, one person’s will could also start a war. 

Her method was, ultimately, an unstable and temporary fix. 

And that was the very reason he chose her. 

Because she was a precarious soul he couldn’t help but pity. 

Before he gave up on his wandering life, he thought it wouldn’t be too wrong to feel this much irresponsible compassion, making peace with himself. 


And… 

‘Forgive me, my old friend. I could not become as strong as you.’ 

He hoped that one day, some knight would scold this foolish, lingering old man. 

Well, if he tried, perhaps he could delay things for a few more years. 

Swallowing a bitter smile, the old man followed behind Hana.



 
  Chapter 44 : It was always the final boss who stopped the hero (1)


“Could you repeat that?”

In the territory left unattended by Rex and the Duke, the 3rd Company Commander Remesis asked his subordinate again.

“If my ears aren’t playing tricks on me, are you saying the baron next door fired a catapult spell into our territory, not knowing his place?”

“Yes, sir. Fortunately, the rocks didn’t fall on the city, so there were no casualties, but infrastructure including roads and the reservoir were destroyed.”

“What’s the justification?”

“They claim our territory hogged the upstream flow, causing a poor harvest.”

“Hmm…”

Remesis stroked his rough beard and let out a low hum.

He recalled the warning Duke had left him before departing the territory.

—There’s an unsettling air in the wind.

“You even foresaw this, didn’t you?”

“Sir?”

“Just talking to myself. Pack your things. Our company is heading out. Gather at the south gate in ten minutes.”

“What about reporting to the lord?”

“I’ll do that while you prepare.”

“Yes, sir!”

The knight saluted and exited the room.

Left alone, Remesis stared at the burning end of his cigarette and murmured.

“War, huh… A stifling word I didn’t want to hear.”

After finishing the cigarette, Remesis wrote a brief report.

—Provocation at the territorial boundary. 3rd Company will engage immediately according to response protocol.

Throwing on his full-dress coat like a cape, Remesis left the room.



Remesis’s report was immediately transmitted to both the Duke and Rex through Rex’s ability.

“How far are we from the capital?”

“Three days left, my lord,” answered Ari, who was acting as coachman.

Rex reviewed the report inside the carriage, pressed for time.

He wasn’t particularly surprised to learn that the neighboring baron had made a provocative move suggesting war and that the 3rd Company had deployed.

That’s because he had already anticipated the possibility of war.

This journey, which had started by following the rumors of the wandering swordsman Peter, was driven by increasing pressure from neighboring territories.

Moreover, the system allowed him to track logistics, and there was a heads-up from his ally, the Lord of Sneria—not to mention other signs pointing to impending war.

Still, now that war had actually broken out, there was one thing he regretted.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have yielded…”

The image of old man Peter kept popping into his head.

“No. This was the right decision.”

But Rex quickly steeled himself.

Giving Peter to Hana hadn’t been purely out of goodwill.

War and diplomacy are never one-on-one affairs.

While he was crossing blades with one territory, what the other territories did could flip the entire balance.

One example was a certain mustached president whose ally’s blunders made his war effort much harder.

That’s why Rex had sent Peter to her—to hold out until reinforcements arrived, if war began.

Now he shook off the irreversible past and focused on his interface.

He still didn’t understand what kind of confidence a baron had to start this provocation, and even the timing of the elite guards and Duke preparing as if they expected the war felt a bit suspicious.

There was also fear—about the lives that would be lost the moment he declared war.

But he buried all his doubts and fears under responsibility, and opened the long-untouched system mode change screen.

Y/N

The system prompt held neither goodwill nor malice.

Rex, hand trembling slightly, pressed the button.

Y.

At last, the war began.



The war had finally begun.

Rex, who had been deep in thought in the carriage traveling alongside mine, reached out into the air, and a block of text appeared—like something out of a war simulation game.

Pitiful and unfortunate soul.

Maybe I was just imagining that voice.

Unlike me, Ari and Jane seemed to hear something in Rex’s voice.

I ignored the floating text and pretended to listen to the declaration of war, lost in thought for the first time in a while.

War.

The word stirred a sense of exhilaration I hadn’t felt in a long time.

Of course, I knew well how dreadful war was.

Back when I was a 3rd-tier mercenary and adventurer, I used to curse out the lords who waged territory wars.

But once I set my sights on becoming the final boss, claiming war was wrong just felt like hypocrisy.

So I cleanly gave up on such thoughts.

All I had to do was play the role of the final boss.

I left the complicated thoughts to Rex.

Ignoring the little triangle of conscience worn down to the size of a grain of millet, I recalled the original story.

A war broke out on the way back to the capital after parting with Peter—that was the same in both the original and now.

The difference was that in the original, the war began with an invasion, while now it began with a cautious provocation.

Probably because the territory that was once a countdom had been promoted to a marquisate, making a frontal assault more risky.

But whether it was invading a countdom or provoking a marquisate, the baron’s actions were just as irrational now as they were in the original.

Naturally, such irrational behavior usually had some hidden motive behind it.

Thinking of the dark forces behind the baron, I said to Rex:

“My lord. Give the order.”

As always, I would stand in the way of those who claim to be justice—as the final boss.



It had been a few weeks since the baron provoked the marquisate.

He continued his provocations using the fortress as a forward base.

Normally, the marquisate’s army would have crushed the baron’s territory, but surprisingly, the baron had survived for several weeks.

That was because Rex, wary of the powers behind the baron, had only sent a company commander instead of the full army.

In other words, the baron’s forces were weak enough to be handled by a single company.

And the baron understood Rex’s intentions.

“Damn it.”


In his domain, he had been a king, but elsewhere he was treated as just a company commander. This wounded his pride.

He had been happier living in his little well. He regretted ever leaving.

But the baron had his reasons for leaving the well.

If he hadn’t, the detestable allied lords would have roasted him alive, well and all.

“Damn it. How can they even call this an alliance?”

Even if there was no such thing as an eternal alliance in diplomacy, it was hard to find a word as misused as “alliance.”

Alliances between lords were more like:

“I want to fight that guy, but he’s at full strength, and I’d rather not bother with that—so you, the weaker one, go tire him out for me.”

It was the classic bully dynamic disguised as friendship.

There was a reason why, in novels and fairy tales, weak enemies always showed up before the final boss.

That was also why the baron had declared war against the marquis like a madman.

Because if he hadn’t, the other lords would have killed him.

Being the weakest among the allied lords, he had been the first to be shoved forward.

Once his opponent’s strength had been depleted, someone else would swoop in and seize the territory with minimal losses.

Still, the baron couldn’t protest this unfair treatment.

“Damn royal bastards…”

Partly because he lacked the power, but also because at the very top of the alliance sat the royal family.

The royal family had complex reasons for wanting this war.

The Providence Territory had once been known as the County of Karrognar, a formidable region even recognized by the royal house.

The count himself had been strong, but what had made the territory truly feared was an eccentric scientist content to run a single city despite being capable of ruling as a lord himself.

The count provided noble clients with ‘people-cleaning’ services, while the scientist sold the data he gathered from those people to other lords at bargain prices.

Militarily and politically, they were not a foe to be trifled with.

Then Rex came along, took over the research facility alone, and even ousted the count from power.

The royal family and nobles, who had enjoyed using the people-cleaning to eliminate rivals and profiting from the data, were left stunned.

So it was only natural that they came to see Providence as an enemy.

Some feared the records still left in that lab.

Some nobles feared Rex’s revenge.

Some were envious that Rex now monopolized the lab’s data.

Some wanted his power for themselves.

In any case, all those tangled interests came together under the royal family’s leadership to form this alliance.

“…Though it feels like the royals are hiding something more.”

The baron thought this, but knew better than to dig deeper into things he wasn’t supposed to know.

He let out a deep sigh, weighed down by complex emotions.

“Haa… If only I were next to the Sneria Territory instead.”

The royal family had offered the same chance to the lady of Sneria.

But she refused without even considering it.

The nearby lords mocked her as a clueless woman without strength.

Still, mocking her didn’t stop them from punishing her betrayal.

So the second-weakest baron in the alliance was sent to invade her territory.

The baron invading Providence was envious of that baron.

At least that one had a better chance of surviving than he did.

But no matter how much he complained alone, his wretched circumstances didn’t change.

Once again, the baron wrapped his cloak and headed to the familiar battlefield for a duel.

The battlefield he stepped onto was frozen, despite the season.

Amid his now beautiful, statue-like retainers stood a pale middle-aged man.

“Tch.”

The middle-aged man clicked his tongue and tossed away a frozen cigarette in irritation.

The baron shouted at him.

“Remesis! Today, I will finally—”

“Let’s skip the formalities and get to work. I’m a civil servant—I have no honor to parade like you.”

“Tch.”

The baron clicked his tongue for the umpteenth time.

It already stung to be looked down on by the alliance, but being treated like this by a mere company commander—not even a marquis—made his blood boil.

He poured that fury into their duel.

The baron fired sharp rocky bullets, and Remesis blocked them with walls of ice and countered with freezing winds.

Remesis held a slight upper hand.

“Slight,” meaning he always fell just short of landing a finishing blow.

“…We can’t go on doing this forever.”

Remesis sighed as he watched the baron retreat again once the tide turned against him.

He gave chase with effort, but it was impossible to catch the fleeing baron with his limping gait.

“Damn this body… I really ought to quit smoking…”

Even as he cursed, he lit another cigarette to calm his nerves.

This was Remesis’s weakness.

His freezing ability was powerful in both offense and defense—but at the cost of mobility.

His nerves had died out, making large, swift movements difficult.

If the baron escaped over the fortress wall, there was nothing Remesis could do.

“Haah… I apologize, my lord. I’m so lacking.”

Remesis muttered bitterly, staring at the wall where the baron had vanished.

He didn’t have the ability to slice through fortress walls like a certain knight.

These fortresses were designed to withstand attacks from superhuman lords.

What looked like a normal stone wall contained enchantments, runes, and defensive magics.

Only someone of royal blood or direct royal command could even hope to breach them.

And that particular fortress was built using techniques lost during the imperial era.

It was practically an artifact.

It was laughable that a mere baron had it—but he’d gotten it by chance, due to its location.

As far as Remesis knew, only about thirteen people in the world could slice or leap over such a fortress.

He was not one of them.

“I’m off for the day, my lord.”

Remesis limped back to his tent, glancing longingly at the fortress one last time.

Inside, his adjutant greeted him.

“You’re back.”

“I’m off duty. Don’t wake me unless it’s a night raid.”

Remesis collapsed onto his cot and shut his eyes.

He remembered the first day of the war.

Back then, Remesis had insisted they should storm the castle and accept some sacrifices.

But Rex had dismissed the idea.

“If we use up the baron, how are we supposed to fight the other lords?”

While a duel between superhumans was just a test of strength, to Rex—who cared about his domain—war was a matter of cost-effectiveness.

Winning a war meant nothing if your territory was ruined or your people were lost.

That was his penalty.

So he couldn’t afford to siege the baron’s fortress.

In the long run, sacrificing citizens just to stop military provocations was like selling the future.

That’s why Rex had ordered Remesis to hold the line at the border and simply keep the baron occupied.

Remesis didn’t exactly like Rex’s kindness.

“There’s no such thing as a war without sacrifice, my lord.”

Hearing this mutter, his adjutant chuckled beside him.

“Says the same captain who always takes the lead in duels so his subordinates won’t die.”

“You’ve got it wrong. I’m just doing my job as paid.”

“Sure, sure. If you say so.”


Remesis flung an icicle at the adjutant.

The adjutant blocked it with a frozen fan and ran off, laughing.

“Tch.”

Left alone in the tent, Remesis clicked his tongue and drifted off to sleep.

Even an undead robbed of eternal rest deserved a little sleep—he told himself.



 
  Chapter 45 : It was always the final boss who stopped the hero (2)


By now, it had become a daily routine— the baron’s provocation, the duel, and then his retreat.

Remesis, who faced the baron each time, grew gloomier by the day.

“Why… why must we repeat this pointless farce?”

The baron was shrewd in many ways.

If he had ever launched a full-scale invasion, Rex wouldn’t have stayed silent either; he would’ve escalated it into a siege.

But the baron only engaged in military provocations that didn’t cause any casualties.

Destroying roads, wrecking water reservoirs, disrupting farming.

Annoying, yes, but not enough to justify the costs of a siege.

Thanks to that, Remesis—who used to go through two packs of cigarettes a day—had increased to four.

“No bonus for this soulless, uninspiring work either.”

Of course, he didn’t really mean that.

Remesis, who had no interest in money to begin with, had actually declined a higher bonus himself, saying the current amount was more than enough.

Naturally, the knights of the royal guard, who knew Remesis’s personality well, teased him for being so “tsundere.”

And so, the cycle repeated.

For six weeks straight.

Until something unusual happened on the dull battlefield.

The baron appeared with a group of unfamiliar young men in tow.

“Taking up babysitting duties now? I guess the battlefield’s become comfy for you. I have been too easy on you, haven’t I?”

Remesis sneered, full of irritation and displeasure.

He didn’t know who these young men were, but what was obvious was that his workload had just increased.

But the baron paid no attention to Remesis and instead focused entirely on the people he had brought with him.

“Hero, that’s the one. That thing’s been guarding this place, and I couldn’t advance any farther.”

Hero.

That word stirred a different emotion across Remesis’s otherwise gloomy face.

The red-haired young man referred to as a Hero arrogantly gestured with his chin toward the baron.

“You got held up by that feeble undead? What a disgrace to your noble title.”

“Haha. That’s why I’m just a baron. So please, if you heroes could get rid of that corpse, I’ll gladly do my part.”

The way the baron rubbed his palms together as if to wear them down made it clear who was subordinate in this relationship.

“Fine. But if that thing isn’t as strong as you claimed, you’ll pay with your neck.”

After finishing his talk with the baron, the red-haired Hero drew his longsword and slung it over his shoulder.

His companions, who also looked like young warriors, each unsheathed their weapons.

By the time their conversation ended, Remesis’s cigarette had burned down to the butt.

As if protesting that he had to stand there doing nothing the entire time, Remesis flicked the cigarette stub toward the heroes and lit a new one.

“I thought you were just some arrogant brat, but turns out you’re a racist too.”

“Silence, undead. I have no words for your kind.”

“Sigh… A Hero, huh. It’s been a while since I’ve seen such an unpleasant face.”

Hero.

Superhumans created to embody the Empire’s ideology that only humans were the true human race.

Though they had power rivaling that of lords, they chose not to rule but instead roam the land as part of state-sanctioned training.

At a glance, they might be mistaken for knight-errants, but their goal wasn’t justice—it was to hunt demi-humans to further their mastery.

This Hero party was one of those groups.

They had apparently heard rumors, while wandering, that some undead had dared to block a baron’s advance.

And not just any undead—one who served a villainous lord who believed, absurdly, that humans and demi-humans were equal.

The righteous Hero could not overlook such evil.

“I will return you to the soil and purge the wicked who stand behind you.”

The red-haired Hero declared boldly.

Remesis, for the first time, responded differently than usual.

He was still annoyed, but this time, the irritation stemmed from anger—not boredom.

“I am not a corpse. I am a Returnee.”

Remesis found it insulting to be lumped in with mere dead bodies.

It wasn’t because the subordinates and citizens behind him were being insulted.

The Hero ignored Remesis’s words and launched an attack.

What Remesis couldn’t stand was that unshakable conviction—believing without a shred of doubt that they were justice itself.

‘Do they think killing someone who isn’t human doesn’t count as a sin?’

Everyone knew about karma.

But since the numbers weren’t visible, and cause and effect were so complex, there was endless debate about what truly counted as karma.

Some even interpreted it through a religious lens.

Slaughtering beasts and consuming their meat doesn’t accumulate karma—so many believed it was acceptable to freely dispose of non-human beings, the Ain.

The heroes were at the forefront of this ideology, putting it into practice more than anyone.

“I really don’t like you people.”

Remesis stomped his limping leg firmly into the ground.

From the sole of his shoe, frost began to spread.

The cigarette he had just lit shattered into icy fragments.

Normally, he would’ve grumbled about it freezing again, but right now, he didn’t care about cigarettes.

“You probably don’t give a damn about the kind of hell those trampled under your arrogance were sent to. Then let me show you. Where I came back from—and where you’ll be heading.”

A blizzard swirled around Remesis.

***

There are many kinds of magic in the world, and the type of magic plays a significant role in determining strength.

Among them, some spells display overwhelming performance even at the same level of mastery.

Superhumans referred to these as ascension spells.

Just learning one of these spells was comparable to ascending an entire tier in power.

However, such spells were rarely shared, and often came with harsh requirements.

So, superhumans turned to other means.

What if they were willing to pay a price?

Could they gain similar power to ascension spells?

They were right.

By sacrificing certain things, they could learn magic beyond their capabilities.

Remesis’s frost was one such power.

Typical ice magic leaves the caster unaffected by the cold.


But Remesis’s frost made no exception—not even for the caster.

A spell that freezes the enemy, at the cost of freezing the user’s own heart.

That was Remesis’s frost.

But for Remesis, this spell came with virtually no penalty.

“Damn this body. Just as troublesome as ever.”

Aside from his limited mobility, his body didn’t circulate blood, so a frozen heart wasn’t an issue.

A body like this would be coveted by superhumans obsessed with rising in power.

But Remesis didn’t like it.

“ Tch.”

He snapped off an arrow embedded in his forehead by freezing it.

Flesh grew back in the hole it left.

“Back again, huh.”

It wasn’t necromancy or a special regenerative procedure.

When he experienced death, his soul would briefly depart and step onto death’s threshold,

then return—regenerating the wound as it reentered the body.

That’s why he was a Returner.

Too easily killed for an undead, but too cold-blooded to be human.

Remesis opened his eyes again, still unable to get used to the unpleasant feeling.

He didn’t not die—he simply revived immediately upon death.

And the hero’s party knew this well.

While his consciousness faded, they had surrounded him.

Remesis immediately stomped again and summoned icy spikes.

But the party was annoyingly well-coordinated.

Like heroes from a storybook, they each acted precisely when needed.

“This is the power of unity!”

The red-haired hero shouted with confidence.

Remesis’s disgust deepened further.

He had no desire to play the role of “good,” but seeing that group claim to be “good” was hard to watch.

With irritation, anger, and weariness, Remesis fought the hero’s party.

But the knight’s sturdy shield blocked the ice spikes.

The mage’s fire spells dispelled the cold.

Even when he landed a solid blow, the priest healed it instantly.

In the end, Remesis fell to his knees before the party.

His body was riddled with arrows, his limbs damaged just enough not to kill him, and he collapsed at the hero’s feet.

“Let’s seal him for now and take him to the cathedral for purification.”

The red-haired hero said proudly to his companions.

Remesis mocked his own condition—unable to die, yet incapable of feeling pain.

‘Is this the end…?’

So this is finally peace.

And yet, something felt unfulfilled.

Was it because he hadn’t fully devoted his loyalty?

He denied it.

He was just a salaried government employee, nothing more.

Was it because he hadn’t bought enough time for his subordinates to escape?

He denied that too.

It wasn’t out of concern for them.

He was finally getting to rest—if he saw his coworkers’ faces in hell, he’d start thinking about work again.

Yeah.

This lingering regret—it must be because of the cigarette.

He hadn’t gotten to finish it.

What a waste.

Remesis rationalized it that way as he closed his eyes.

Muttering about what a damn miserable life it had been.

.

.

.

The hero’s hand reached toward Remesis.

To purify this impudent Returner who defied the sanctity of life.

But just before the hand could touch him, a shadow fell over the party.

They turned their gaze from the fallen Remesis and looked up.

A hulking figure, his cape billowing and a lifeless helmet covering his face, looked down on the hero.

The red-haired hero noticed the insignia on the figure’s cloak—a symbol of noble territory—and curled his lips upward.

“So, you’re one of his comrades?”

The giant—Duke—did not respond.

He ignored the hero’s party, as though lost in his own world.

Instead, he draped his cloak over the fallen Remesis and spoke in a voice like a cave rumbling.

“You fought well, Remesis.”

Only after covering him did Duke rise and finally turn to face the hero’s party.

“Hero. You are the royal sword, the symbol of justice.And if I stand in your way, then surely, I must be evil.”

Chaaang!

Duke unsheathed his massive sword and drove it into the ground.

An overwhelming pressure filled the space.

Everyone suddenly understood what it meant for the very air to become too heavy to breathe.

Neither the hero’s party nor the baron and soldiers watching from afar could move while Duke spoke.

Then Duke pulled his sword from the ground and swept it sideways in a half-moon arc as he introduced himself.

“I am Duke. First Sword of the Providentia Royal Family.”


The hero’s party broke out in cold sweat, tightening their grips on their weapons.

***

Meanwhile, during all that…

‘Tsk. What ever happened to disabling movement during cutscene sequences? And how am I supposed to cue the background music?’

Duke, in his own way, was also facing a serious dilemma.



 
  Chapter 46 : It was always the final boss who stopped the hero (3)


What is the most important factor in a boss fight?

Is it a pig-like HP bar that can endure even after taking hits?

Or overwhelming power that makes each blow a threat?

Or maybe a special ability so unreasonable that it defines unfairness?

I want to say all of these are correct.

But at the same time, I think they’re all wrong.

The quality I value most in a boss is rationality.

They must bring despair with overwhelming power, but still be beatable with the right approach.

Even a despair-inducing HP bar will shrink if you keep hitting it.

Even attacks that make you dizzy with a single blow should become dodgeable once you get used to the pattern and rhythm.

Even unfair special abilities should have gimmicks that let you counter them if you figure it out.

That’s why I faced the hero’s party under that principle.

“Gathering energy! Duck!”

As I drew my sword back to gather energy, the hero’s party, who had seen this once before, ducked their heads.

Vwooom!

The greatsword sliced through the air, sending out a wave of sword energy.

The sword energy carved a deep scar into the fortress wall behind them.

The baron’s face, upon seeing the sword mark, was exactly what I expected.

His sweat-soaked hair spoke volumes about his state of mind.

After releasing such a powerful attack, it was the hero’s turn to strike.

“This is Freia’s revenge!”

The hero, veins bulging in his eyes, swung his sword.

Freia was likely the tank of the hero’s party, the one who stepped forward to block my charged attack earlier.

Of course, she couldn’t block it, and her upper body was cleanly severed in half.

I hadn’t realized it before because of the helmet, but it seemed she was a female knight.

Judging by how desperately the hero cried her name like a lover, they must’ve had that kind of relationship.

But her sacrifice wasn’t in vain.

Now, whenever I try a charged attack, they don’t block but focus on dodging instead—perhaps she left them with a valuable lesson.

With that thought in mind, I quietly took the hero’s attack.

Of course, unlike a game, this is reality, so I didn’t allow actual injuries.

Instead, my barrier took the damage in place of my HP.

“Hmph.”

Three attacks came in over two seconds.

Now it was my turn.

Following the secrets of the Tri-element Sword Technique, I swung my greatsword three times.

Horizontal, vertical, thrust.

As a bonus detail, I inserted an Iron Mountain Strike before the thrust to break the opponent’s defense.

The first time I showed this move, the samurai woman of the party was pierced through the chest and died.

She did well parrying the horizontal and vertical slashes, but didn’t expect the thrust that couldn’t be parried because of the stance-breaking Iron Mountain Strike.

The hero also learned from this and started dodging the final thrust with a roll.

Was it called “Naraktagon” in martial arts novels?

An embarrassing way to dodge, but that’s the correct answer.

If you care about your pride on the battlefield, you’ll end up like that samurai woman.

From then on, the hero and his party dodged my attacks with rolls or jumps, and squeezed in attacks whenever they could.

Before I knew it, they were covered in mud like they’d been to a mud party.

Thanks to the two sacrifices, they seemed to have learned all the patterns I prepared, and the battle continued somehow.

Then, the party’s archer made a mistake.

As punishment, her right arm was severed.

I didn’t kill her instantly because it was a mistake during a normal attack pattern.

If it had been a special pattern like the Iron Mountain Strike followed by a thrust or a charged attack, it would’ve been instant death.

In such cases, I usually stop at cutting off a limb.

Then the healer would reattach the severed limb.

Considering all those severed and reattached limbs, it’s fair to say their strategy guide was written in blood.

At that moment, the healer shouted.

“We’re almost out of divine power, Hero!”

Tsk.

You should’ve managed your mana better during a raid.

It was pitiful, but I didn’t go easy on them.

They were the hero’s party, not the protagonists.

Even if they died, it wouldn’t be a problem for my narrative.

There were always more heroes to take their place since the Empire’s days.

‘Don’t blame me for this.’

Heroes slaughtered the Ain like players grinding mobs in a game.

If that’s the case, they shouldn’t complain when treated like players.

If they wanted mercy, they should’ve been the main characters of the story, not players.

With that in mind, I mercilessly struck down the healer who was too focused on treating the archer and neglected the attack pattern.

When she turned from a healer into a corpse, despair settled over the party.

“Haha…”

The archer, whose arm hadn’t fully healed, let out a hollow laugh and dropped her bow.

“Don’t give up!”

The red-haired hero, true to his hot-blooded looks, charged in.

And just like a protagonist awakening at the perfect moment, his tier rose.

As his tier increased, so did his strength.

To the point where he could parry the instant-death thrust attack.

“Can you see this? This is the power of bonds!”

The hero shouted triumphantly.

Watching him yell like a true hero from a traditional fantasy story…

‘Sigh… This is why I hate heroes.’

I barely held back a sigh that was about to escape on its own.


***

A hero never loses.

Even if he experiences the pain of losing comrades, he rises to defeat the great evil.

The red-haired hero sincerely believed this.

That’s why he chose the path of a hero, not a noble.

He had defeated countless wicked beasts, demons, and Ain.

And he believed without a doubt that he would win again this time.

The hero would defeat Duke, the knight of the evil Providence Territory that oppressed humans and favored Ain.

And once he stepped over that knight’s corpse and wiped that wicked land off the map, the name of the red-haired hero Gise would spread across the kingdom.

As proof of that, in a moment of crisis, his tier had risen.

Even the heavens seemed to be cheering him on.

Hero.

Hero.

Gise.

His companions seemed to push his back with their voices.

The hero tightened his grip on his sword with both hands and parried Duke’s attack.

Clang!

With the parrying technique he learned from the samurai, he deflected the blade.

“Hup!”

He blocked it with the defensive technique he learned from the knight.

“This is the end!”

He imbued his sword with divine power, as taught by the priest, and finally broke through Duke’s barrier.

The blade barely grazed Duke’s chest.

‘Tch. Was it too shallow?’

His ultimate strike ended with nothing more than cutting Duke’s uniform.

But the hero did not lose hope.

That seemingly invincible barrier was broken now, so all that remained was—

That was when it happened.

A thick killing intent began to rise from Duke.

Seeing Duke’s reaction, the hero taunted him.

“You acted so composed before, but now that I’ve caught up to you, are you panicking?”

But Duke didn’t respond.

He simply stared silently at the red flower ornament that had fallen to his feet.

With his head lowered, he carefully picked up the ornament with his hand.

“Who dares to trample a flower garden with military boots?”

“?”

Duke raised his head.

The hero gasped as he met eyes that glowed a red deeper than blood, shining through the helmet.

Magic began to surge and flow through Duke’s sword.

The worst-case scenario flashed through the minds of the hero and his remaining companions.

‘Don’t tell me…’

‘He wasn’t using sword aura until now?’

As if affirming their fear, a dark crimson energy began to rise from his sword.

It was as if the sword was screaming.

The dreadful screams of those who had been taken by that blade.

Was it an auditory illusion?

A hallucination?

Had they gone mad?

The screams echoed in their heads like music.

Duke, holding the crimson blade, gently attached the fallen flower ornament to the hilt of his greatsword before continuing his line.

“No more pretending to be humble. I am Duke. A knight of this land.”

Right after declaring that, Duke stomped the ground.

Until now, he had only moved slowly while attacking, so the party never imagined he was capable of such movement.

They couldn’t even react and were struck by the attack.

Crimson traces were left in the wake of his passage.

The hero’s companions turned into nothing more than splashes of blood.

The hero was grabbed by the collar with Duke’s left hand.

Duke hurled the hero into the air and skewered him with his sword.

Then, as if disposing of trash, he tossed the impaled hero aside.

The hero’s eyes began to close.

‘No… I can’t die like this…’

As consciousness faded, the last thing the hero heard was Duke’s voice.

“You must endlessly reflect on why this flower is red.”

***

‘Tsk. These bastards have no sense of romance.’

No matter what, messing with the flower ornament crossed the line.

I hadn’t planned to make Phase 2 unreasonable.

The kind of boss I aim for is a typical raid boss—not the type you die to endlessly and revive from, getting stronger as a player rather than a character.

But since they messed with the flower ornament, I changed my mind.

If that’s how you’re going to play, then I’ll become a thug too.

If you think it’s unfair, go set up a bonfire or something and retry.

I turned away from the corpses of the heroes and approached Remesis, who had covered them with a cloak.

“Get up.”

“…”

“I know you’re not dead.”

“Huu… My apologies. I’m not up for overtime. But why are you here?”

“You found the hero, so Rex sent me here.”

“Weren’t you in the capital?”

“Mm.”

“It’s only been an hour since I reported.”

“Mm.”

Remesis paused to recall the distance between here and the capital.

By horse, it would take about two weeks.

And he got here in just an hour?

Remesis was briefly shaken, but then remembered that the man before him was one of the thirteen capable of slicing imperial fortresses like tofu, and accepted it.

“So, what did Lord Rex say?”

“Now that the hero has appeared, our provocation is no longer just a provocation.”

Among the Ain, heroes were infamous slaughterers.

Slave hunters kidnapped Ain one or two at a time, but heroes were walking disasters who burned down entire villages.

And if there were humans trying to protect the Ain, they would be labeled as witches and burned too.

Their closest relatives were inquisitors from the Holy Kingdom and the international criminal group, the Human Survival Brigade.

Moreover, the hero’s appearance held deeper meaning.

“Lord Rex believes that the royal family is behind this war.”

Heroes are soldiers of the royal family.

Though they roam around causing havoc wherever they please, they are fundamentally affiliated with the royal family and only target those the crown deems enemies.

In other words, the royal family had already explained to the heroes that the Providence Territory was evil.

“There might be more heroes coming.”

“Then our marquisate…”

“As of this moment, we are enemies of all the nobles. You can assume every territory except Sneria is hostile.”

Duke already knew this from the original story, but spoke as if he were hearing it for the first time.

Hearing his explanation, Remesis had one question.

“Why us, of all places?”

I hesitated for a moment.

I know the reason, but it’s a spoiler—should I say it?

The hesitation was brief.

I decided to only reveal part of the truth within the context of known information.

“My guess is, it’s because of the old man named Peter who stayed in the mountains of your territory.”

“The swordsman that Lord Rex and the captain were searching for?”

“Yeah. He’s one of the few remaining imperial bloodlines. A branch family member, but still a threat to the kingdom’s legitimacy.”

As I’ve emphasized repeatedly, all the kingdoms that arose after the empire fell have no real legitimacy.

Now, what was the reason again…?

I don’t remember the complicated details, just that the royal family basically stuck a spoon into something someone else had already destroyed.

That’s why, except for the Heaven-Defiers, the legitimacy of the royal family is hanging by a thread.

If even a single illegitimate imperial heir were to show up, they’d have to step down.

Another reason was fear—fear that anyone with the imperial bloodline might one day revive the empire.

Well, all the past Khans of the Empire were notoriously aggressive.

Come to think of it, I think there was a prophecy about this too.

But I don’t believe in prophecies, so I don’t remember the details.

Destiny is something I carve out with my own hands—what’s the point of believing in a prophecy?

Anyway, my point is that all of this is because of that old man, Peter.

The royal family became hostile because both the Sneria and Providence territories tried to recruit him, and he lives in the mountains between them.

“Hm… Something still feels off, but for now that’s the only explanation we’ve got.”

Of course, Remesis was smart enough to know my explanation wasn’t airtight, but there wasn’t enough info to dig further.

Or maybe he just didn’t care.

Remesis was a bureaucrat to the core—not the type to dig for more than necessary.

Lighting a cigarette, Remesis changed the subject.

“Well, in any case, thank you, Captain.”

“You’re one of my own. No need to thank me—it was only natural.”

“And… thank you.”

“?”

“You didn’t have to take revenge so brutally.”

Ah, so that’s it.

He thought the reason I toyed with those people was to get revenge on his behalf.

That wasn’t my intention, but… I did toy with them, so I didn’t bother denying it.

Still, I had to clarify one thing, to stay in character.

“A knight…”

“Yes. Wouldn’t dishonor his opponent. I’ll pretend I didn’t see anything.”

Remesis looked at what used to be the Hero’s party and smirked.

“So now that we’ve taken care of the Heroes, does this make us the Demon King’s Army?”

“Since the Empire’s days, there have always been hypocrites. Those who opposed them were always called evil.”

“Well, if that’s the case, being a villain doesn’t sound so bad.”

“Mm.”

Well, if we’re opposing scum like them, striving to become a Demon King isn’t the worst path.

Remesis and I finished our talk and looked toward the baron’s fortress.

“There’s no turning back now. We either become a kingdom… or traitors.”

“Isn’t that how it always goes? If you win, you’re a revolution; if you lose, you’re a rebellion.”

Hey, you’re a soldier—you really think it’s okay to say stuff like that?

I stepped ahead of Remesis, who wore a crooked smile, and said,

“Just follow behind me. I’ll carve the path of tyranny.”

“Yes, Captain.”

At some point, the royal guards Remesis had evacuated, returned and saluted us in composed unison.

““Understood!””

“Sound the trumpet of war. This is the dawn of the Providence Royal Family.”

.

.

.

.

“By the way, Captain.”

“Mm?”

“You arrived just in time. A little later and you might’ve been purified. You weren’t secretly watching, were you?”

“…”

“Kidding. Don’t take it so personally.”

Remesis laughed as he puffed his cigarette.

Meanwhile, Duke was sweating bullets inside his helmet.

‘Shit. How did he know?’

***

Meanwhile, Rex was…

“Duke! What the hell are you talking about!?”

He was clinging to the system window and shouting in frustration.

“A royal family!? No! No way!”

Of course, he understood that in order to survive, they had no choice but to oppose the royal family.

He knew they’d inevitably have to wage a conquest war against the kingdom.

But Rex’s plan had always been to, once this was over, put some decent royal prince or duke on the throne.

Why?

Because he didn’t want to take responsibility for an entire kingdom, obviously.

But his desperate pleas didn’t reach Duke.


“Fufu… I suppose I should start studying royal etiquette.”

Even Ari wasn’t on his side.

“Aaaaagh!”

Rex grabbed his hair in frustration.

Thus began the rise of the Providence Royal Family—a story Rex never wanted in the first place.



 
  Chapter 47 : Changeling


The fact that the Providence Territory had officially declared war against the Kingdom spread throughout the entire nation.

The royal family could not hide their confusion at the declaration made by the Marquis of Providence.

“An entire territory declared hostility against the whole Kingdom? Is there an error in the report?”

“No, Your Majesty. It appears the Marquis is serious. He’s already distributed proclamations throughout the Kingdom.”

“What is he thinking? Could it be… the Doctor actually completed his research on mass-producing superhumans?”

In this world, where wars are decided by the hierarchy of superhumans, there was no other way to explain Rex’s actions.

The atmosphere in the meeting room became heavier.

Trying to break the tension, one of the ministers cautiously raised a hand.

“Could it be a reckless act out of desperation…?”

“Then how do you explain this?”

The Minister of Military Affairs spread a map out on the table.

The red area marking the Marquis’s territory stood out strikingly.

“Only a week after switching to offense, his territory was occupied. He even broke through an Imperial fortress in just one day!”

They had never trusted the Baron’s military strength.

He had only been pushed forward as a sacrificial pawn to provide justification for war.

No one had actually expected him to hold out.

But regardless of the Baron’s strength, the fact that the Imperial fortress had been breached was shocking.

It wasn’t an ordinary fortress—it had been built using lost Imperial-era technology.

“The Baron was ranked at the 5th level. Do you know how many superhumans it would take to break through a fortress guarded by someone like him?”

“Wouldn’t one 6th-level Knight Commander be enough?”

“That’s true for a regular fortress. But for one from the Imperial era, you’d need a 7th-level.”

Or, ten 6th-level superhumans working together to match a 7th-level.

“Yet the fortress was breached. The Baron’s territory was conquered in just one week.”

That meant one of two things.

“The Marquis of Providence has the technology to create superhumans. Whether he produced a single 7th-level or mass-produced several 5th-levels… he probably stole it from the Doctor.”

Tension rose among the ministers at the Military Minister’s speculation.

“Wasn’t the one defending the Baron’s territory said to be a mere company commander?”

In other words, a 5th-level was only at the level of a company commander in the Marquis’s domain.

No one could even imagine how strong a general or the Marquis himself must be.

“How many superhumans above 5th-level are currently in the Royal Capital?”

“Excluding His Majesty, combining all the Knight Commanders, we have about ten.”

“And including the Heroes?”

“Around thirty, give or take.”

That was more than enough force to trample over an average territory.

Assuming, of course, that all the Heroes wandering the Kingdom were cooperative.

In reality, only about fifteen of them could be mobilized reliably when needed.

Meaning…

“If it’s true that the Imperial fortress was taken with superhumans mass-produced through the Doctor’s technology…”

Then simply put, the royal family alone would not be able to stop the Marquis’s advance.

However, that was assuming the situation remained simple.

“Time is not on our side.”

“Could it be… we lost the Doctor right after he completed the technology?”

“Perhaps that was the Marquis of Providence’s plan all along. He waited until the Doctor finished it, then took it from him.”

Rex’s top marks at the Academy supported this theory.

“So you’re saying he designed this plan for thirty years?”

“What a monster…”

“No wonder the so-called top student was captured so easily by the Doctor…”

They had only sent him to the lab because they were annoyed that a commoner dared take the top spot.

And yet this was the outcome.

Still, no one in the room thought they had done anything wrong.

In their minds, punishing a low-born commoner who dared rise above his station was only natural.

That’s why they weren’t regretting what they’d done in the past—only that they had fallen into Rex’s trap.

“And what of this man named Duke?”

“Likely the first prototype created with the technology. He was said to be strong even as a wandering knight, but never this strong.”

That was a misunderstanding.

At the time, he had held back to avoid altering the original story.

Now that the story had begun, there was no longer a need to restrain himself.

But no one here was going to correct their misunderstanding.

“Even at this moment, time is passing. If left unchecked, the Marquis will create an army of superhumans.”

Having the technology meant that, with enough time, the Marquis of Providence could continuously increase the number of superhumans under him.

A superhuman army.

Not a normal army led by one or two superhumans, but an entire army composed of superhumans.

This signaled the resurrection of that terrifying force that had once conquered the plains alongside the first emperor of the Empire, Khan.

The ministers’ faces turned pale.

Though they claimed to inherit Imperial culture and pretended to long for the old days, no one here genuinely missed that era.

For those in power, the only thing that mattered was preserving their own positions.

And in that sense, the revival of the Empire meant their downfall.

That’s why they desperately searched for countermeasures.

“Then before it’s too late, we must unite with the other lords. Before the Marquis becomes too powerful!”

“But will the other lords be cooperative?”

“Urgh…”

But reality was not so kind.

The royal family had never been fond of centralization.

The current royal family and the lords were those who had swiftly seized land in the power vacuum after the Empire collapsed.

The royal family had simply been the strongest among them and formed the Kingdom by gathering nearby cultural regions.

They had never truly made the other lords submit.

And even being the strongest didn’t guarantee victory if the lords joined forces.

The lords knew this well, which is why they offered only lip service in their loyalty to the Crown.

So even if the royal family wanted to crush the Marquis early with allied forces, the lords, steeped in self-interest, would surely reject the order.


“At this rate, we’ll be defeated one by one.”

The alliance of lords would never truly cooperate.

They’d want others to bear the losses first, hoping the Marquis would be exhausted by the time their turn came.

When one minister pointed this out, the eldest-looking among them spoke up.

“Still, we must try to persuade the lords. If we appeal to the greater cause, won’t they be forced to unite?”

The greater cause, in this case, meant preventing the revival of the Empire.

Since the lords would also hate to give up their power, this cause might compel them to cooperate.

Of course, even as they said this, the royal family knew better.

They themselves hoped other lords would take the lead and sacrifice first—so why would the other lords act any differently?

Still, this was the best option they had.

They had to hope that their greed would overcome their selfishness, so that they might protect their power.

A sacrifice born of self-interest.

What a contradictory phrase.

Thus, it seemed the royal council was leaning toward forming an alliance with the other lords.

But just before the chairperson could conclude the meeting, the Minister of Internal Affairs, who had remained silent until then, finally spoke.

“According to rumors… the Marquis of Providence is a pacifist. So perhaps it’s not too late to seek peace…”

The opinion of the Minister of the Interior was highly reasonable, rational, and close to the correct answer.

Since there had been almost no casualties during this war, Rex would have preferred making peace over a prolonged conflict involving much bloodshed.

Especially since Rex was somewhat materialistic, he would still be open to reconciliation with the royal family if only a small price had to be paid.

“Peace? At what cost?”

“We give him the title of Duke and overlook his occupation of several nearby territories.”

This opinion was also quite reasonable.

In this way, the royal family could appear generous without actually suffering any real loss.

Several other ministers expressed admiration for the Minister of the Interior’s idea.

“We were too narrow-minded.”

“Indeed. What is war, after all? Peace is best.”

However, at the same time, some pointed out logical flaws.

“That’s just buying time. Once the Marquis becomes a Duke and time passes, who’s to say he won’t start conquering again?”

“Relying solely on the goodwill of the Marquis of Providence is too risky.”

Those who supported peace were mostly the younger ministers, while those who favored war were generally older.

This difference in perspective was largely due to whether or not they had lived through the days of the Empire.

Voices began to rise among the ministers.

Some feared the Empire due to firsthand experience, while others had only read about it in books and didn’t find it particularly frightening.

“Do you not understand how immense a man’s power can become once he embraces ambition?!”

“But didn’t the Empire fall? Times have changed. We now live in an era where conquest wars are meaningless. Any reasonable person would think so.”

“Human desire tends to cloud one’s judgment.”

“Isn’t it your judgment that’s clouded? Stirring a sleeping dragon for no reason—immediate peace may be the better option.”

“That’s why I say deal with the dragon while it’s still young!”

The logic on both sides clashed evenly.

However, both sides to some extent acknowledged the validity of the other’s arguments.

If it weren’t for the unpredictability of the Marquis’s future actions, they might have found a middle ground.

While their debate continued on parallel tracks, the king, who had remained silent, finally spoke.

“I have heard your opinions well.”

The ministers immediately fell silent.

It meant, “Be quiet, you’re being too loud.”

Ministers who failed to catch this nuance in the past had ended up as bloodstains on the tyrant’s hand, so every minister present knew exactly what that sentence meant.

The king, pleased with their silence, continued.

“What is there to fear? You have me.”

At that, the hawkish ministers’ expressions brightened.

On the other hand, the doves fell silent, like pigeons that had swallowed beans.

In the end, the king made the decision.

“Inform the lords. The traitor is to be executed immediately.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Thus, the meeting ended, and the course was set against the Marquis of Providence.

Crush him before he grows.

The Empire must never be allowed to rise again.

After the meeting, the king headed to his private palace.

That massive royal castle, built by squeezing the people dry, was unnecessarily large.

Even the main palace aside, the private palace easily surpassed the mansions of most lavish lords.

King Esirik stopped in front of a room in the private palace, having crossed the grand castle.

“I’m coming in.”

Without waiting for the occupant’s permission, the king opened the door.

Inside, a youthful woman greeted him with a bright smile.

“Father!”

“Arabella. Have you been well?”

“Yes, Father. I’m fine today because there was no training.”

The king looked at the woman with white hair and black streaks and smiled in satisfaction.

Princess Arabella.

The king’s most beloved daughter.

While his other children were obsessed with surpassing their father, she was content with her life and only trained moderately.

Thanks to that, she remained in the third rank, but the king was pleased with that.

Unlike his other children, he could genuinely love her.

And as if to make things even better, she was also beautiful, making her all the more lovable.

Of course, whether this could truly be called parental love was debatable.

But neither the king nor the princess cared about that ambiguity.

The father and daughter shared their daily lives in a warm atmosphere.

In the treacherous world of politics, this was the only time the king found comfort.

While talking, the king mentioned the events of the day, prompting the princess to ask cautiously.

“Father… Is Isabella, by any chance…?”

“That impostor has become the Marquis of Providence’s mistress.”

“Father…”

“Don’t worry. I will erase that woman from this world myself.”

What wouldn’t a father do for his precious daughter?

From what he’d heard, Rex and Duke were potential variables, but King Esirik believed there was no way he would lose to them.

“Just trust your father.”

Princess Arabella trembled slightly.

The king looked down at her crown with a sorrowful gaze.

Tsk tsk.

How much pain must this young girl have endured?

The only daughter born to the Third Queen, whom he had truly loved.

The princess’s life had not been smooth from the start.

Immediately after birth, she had nearly been switched by the midwife.

By vile beastfolk and demons who worshipped the Demon King.

Fortunately, the captain of the knights sensed their dark magic and saved the princess.

Even now, the king shuddered when he recalled that moment.

When the royal mage lifted the spell from the baby’s ear, and her white tiger ears perked up.

Animal ears on my daughter…?

The queen was definitely human.

There was no way their daughter could be a filthy beastfolk.

The Demon King worshippers must have tried to taint the royal bloodline with their foul lineage.

Regrettably, the beastfolk infant couldn’t be killed.

A knight close to the queen, likely a Demon King worshipper, fled with the fake baby.

Fortunately—or perhaps unfortunately—they were able to kill the worshippers and recover the real child.

But the attempted switch left a deep scar on the young princess, and she grew up avoiding public appearances.

The only ones she would talk to were her father and a select few servants.

The royal family covered up the incident and spent decades tracking the fake child.

“At last, we found her. That filthy bloodline.”

Finding her hadn’t been difficult.

White Tiger beastkin were already rare, and to make matters worse, the girl looked exactly like Princess Arabella.

No one knew what the Demon King worshippers had done, but if the spell concealing her ears hadn’t been discovered, she might have been raised as the real daughter.

That fake baby, who had once fled, now shamelessly used the name Arabella and was said to reside in the Marquisate of Providence.

The world dismissed her name as mere coincidence, but those in the royal family who knew the truth called her not Arabella—but Isabella.

The worst villainess in history, the doppelgänger Isabella.

Her name had been taken from that very legend.

“I will make sure to erase that vile woman.”

Of course, it was possible that the woman named Isabella was innocent.

She might simply have been born and had her fate twisted by the evil Demon King worshippers.

But reality is cruel.

Even if she had no knowledge of it, the crime of impersonating royalty did not disappear.

And Marquis Rex, who had taken Isabella in, couldn’t be considered blameless either.

Conveniently, Rex had also killed a royal-affiliated scholar who had been helping the palace in various ways.

And now, reports said he was meeting with a former Imperial Duke in the mountains of his territory.

So the king used these reasons to order Rex’s purge before the court.

But those closest to the king knew the truth.

The real goal was to eliminate the wicked woman—Isabella.

The king ended his thoughts and looked at his daughter.

His heart ached to see her tremble every time she heard the name Isabella.

To give his beloved daughter some time alone, the king rose from his seat.


“See you tomorrow, my princess.”

“I’m sorry, Father, you took the time to visit…”

“No need to apologize. If anything’s ever lacking, tell me directly.”

And with that, the king left the princess’s chambers—

with the resolve that he would do anything for her.



 
  Chapter 48 : Reinforcements (1)


A city that was once under the leadership of a baron. 

Now, it had become part of a marquess’s domain. 

Today as well, I patrolled the city. 

“Duke! Wishing you another good day!” 

“Hm.” 

“Your Grace, the fish we caught today is excellent, so we set some aside just for the knights. May I bring it to your post?” 

“Go ahead and do so.” 

“Oh no, please don’t! A smelly box like this should be carried by humble folks like us.” 

Despite the fish seller’s protest, the Duke stored the box full of fish into his subspace. 

Straightening his back after bending down to store the box, the giant knight spoke. 

“When the hearts of the citizens are this heavy, how can I, as a knight, refuse to bear that burden? I’ll make sure my subordinates know.” 

I turned away from the shopkeeper, who was looking at me with admiration, and resumed my patrol. 

Longing gazes followed me from behind. 

It was definitely worth putting on a show. 

“Kyaa! He made eye contact with me!” 

“Please show us your sword technique just once!” 

“Duke! Please step on me!” 

The reactions seemed even more intense than they were back in the Marquess’s territory—but I didn’t mind. 

In fact, I liked it. 

It’s only rewarding to act cool when people react like this. 

Of course, the barony’s citizens weren’t this friendly from the start. 

Whatever the baron had told his people about me, they used to cry and beg for their lives whenever they made eye contact with me. 

I especially remember the day we captured the city and held a victory ceremony—people prostrated themselves on the streets, pleading for mercy. 

The baron really knew how to stir up fear. 

So, I used children. 

After all, people tend to assume anyone kind to children must be a good person. 

So I rescued a child who was nearly run over by a drunk driver’s carriage and escorted them home, creating a charming “gap moe” effect. 

(I threw the coachman and the carriage into the river.) 

I also built an orphanage for war orphans and took care of them. 

(I dumped the role of orphanage director onto Remesis.) 

Thanks to my efforts, a month after the occupation, the citizens now come up to me just to touch my cloak. 

“Gasp…! It’s sunlight coming from him!” 

Sure, there were a few weirdos who tried to collect the light reflected from my helmet, but this is a primitive medieval world—what can you do? 

In any case, the barony had been successfully conquered. 

There was no longer any talk of ridiculous things like independence. 

To prepare for leaving the city, I visited the orphanage. 

The orphanage seemed well-run. 

The children were so clean and chubby it was hard to believe they were orphans. 

“Wow! Sir Knight! Can I touch your cloak?” 

“Sorry. My cloak’s dirty right now.” 

Since I’d been patrolling the slums, my cloak wasn’t exactly clean. 

Not something kids should be touching. 

Instead, I let them grab my sleeve and followed them to a warehouse where Remesis was supposed to be. 

There, I found Remesis, sulking and cleaning the warehouse. 

Although he was a gloomy returnee, the sight of him in an apron and a mask never failed to feel surreal. 

I approached the fairy of cleaning and made my presence known. 

“Remesis.” 

“Ah, it’s you, Captain.” 

Remesis looked my way. 

His expression said he didn’t know why he was here, wanted to quit everything, and really needed a cigarette. 

But he wasn’t smoking—probably because it was “bad for the kids.” 

“Is it about time?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I already have a replacement director lined up, so I’ll just hand things over and leave.” 

Remesis untied his apron and began getting ready to leave. 

“Waaah! Director, don’t go! I’ll be good from now on! I won’t be picky with food either…” 

“Didn’t I tell you, brats? I’m a temp worker.” 

“This is why I hate kids, Captain.” 

Apparently, even leaving the orphanage was hard for him after all the tsundere behavior over the month. 

And so, after a tearful farewell, I headed back to the city of leadership, where Rex was. 

On the way, I spoke with Remesis about the current state of the war. 

“It’s been a month since the royal family declared war. Fortunately, I hear the other fronts are being handled well.” 

After the royal family branded our territory as traitors, three fronts had formed—west, south, and north. 

(The east was bordered by Sneria’s territory, so there was no invasion.) 

Thankfully, company commanders on those other fronts were doing well against the barons. 

While the other commanders were strong, it was mainly thanks to Rex’s leadership. 

‘He held all three fronts alone in the original story even without company commanders. That says it all.’ 

Rex’s true power shines not in one-on-one combat but in large-scale war. 

In a world without proper communication tools, the fact that he could command in real-time gave him an overwhelming strategic edge. 

And the one doing the commanding was a veteran tactician from an advanced civilization more than a thousand years ahead. 

If it were knight versus knight, maybe. 

But army versus army? 

Rex was overwhelmingly superior. 

And that was in the original story. 

Now, with even better knights and soldiers, it was practically a slaughter. 

“This defense campaign has turned into a conquest campaign.” 

Remesis also looked impressed as he examined the enlarged map. 

Our strategy had been based on survival and defense, but before we knew it, we were the ones pressing forward. 

“War! Glorious war!” 


“My life for the Providence Dynasty!” 

With news of victory and minimal casualties, enlistment rates were skyrocketing throughout the territory. 

People were even saying, “Follow Rex’s orders and you won’t die—only an idiot would.” 

The most frequently used material in the propaganda was my own battles. 

“Haah… there are tens of thousands of people who say they want to ride a horse with you. Do they think war is some kind of children’s game? And seriously, do they really think the enemy’s going to fall for the same strategy again?” 

Remesis sighed deeply in a tone that made you want to lie down from exhaustion. 

The “horse” he mentioned referred to the strategy used to capture the baron’s fortress. 

Yes, that Trojan Horse. 

I could have just cut through the fortress and launched a frontal assault, but Rex preferred to take the place intact. 

“That fortress was made with lost imperial-era technology, right? It’s got great research value.” 

That was due to Rex’s ability, which showed a stat called [Fortress Research Success Rate]. 

So, we pulled off an isekai-style Trojan Horse. 

We pretended to retreat after defeat, leaving behind a giant statue. 

The vain baron, tempted by pride, dragged it inside. 

Then, in the dead of night, knights hidden within emerged and launched a surprise attack. 

In the original story, the plan went smoothly, and a high-level knight at the 3rd tier succeeded in slitting the baron’s throat. 

Even if someone’s 5th tier, getting stabbed in the heart while asleep leaves them little chance to react. 

But in this world, the baron’s reaction was a bit… different. 

“You want me to take that thing inside? That?” 

They were suspicious of our feigned retreat, so I decided to skip the mind games and just force the Trojan Horse on them. 

“This is a symbol of peace. As long as this horse remains in your domain, you shall not invade our lands again. In return, neither shall we attack you while it stands.”

I pressed down on them with killing intent, forcing the baron to reluctantly drag the horse into his fortress. 

That night, Remesis slipped out of the horse and slit the baron’s throat. 

Didn’t I say we wouldn’t attack as long as the horse remained? 

Well, Remesis destroyed the horse before making his move. 

With the “symbol of peace” shattered, the justification to attack was ours. 

“If you’ve got a problem with it, you should’ve been the victor instead.”

History, after all, is written by the winners. 

For the record, the official chroniclers follow Rex around, not me—so they had no choice but to take my word for it. 

So, I spun the tale in a way that aligned with the original story… 

“With Rex’s wisdom and Duke’s might combined, we can claim victory without a single life lost!” 

That’s how it was recorded across the territory. 

Given that only 15 knights and soldiers died during the barony’s conquest, enlistment rates were bound to soar. 

Some propaganda even went like this: 

<The Invincible Royal Guard: 50 Knights Defeat an Army of 250!>

Which was also true. 

It happened during the mop-up operation after the fortress fell. 

It wasn’t that Rex’s tactics were godly—I just accidentally bisected the enemy commander with my sword, sending their morale straight into the abyss. 

The result was a one-sided slaughter. 

But hey, a win’s a win.

I decided to enjoy the propaganda. 

“Heheh. At this rate, can I call myself ‘0.5 Yi Sun-sin’?”

Of course, comparing myself to that  legendary admiral is absurd—but maybe 0.5% of his caliber? 

…No, never mind.

Who am I kidding? 

Anyway, military recruitment skyrocketed. 

A macho atmosphere spread across the land—any man not enlisting was basically considered a eunuch. 

And after conquering enemy territories, showering them with Rex’s benevolence, and injecting them with a dose of knightly grandeur… 

“The battlefield awaits us!” 

Somehow, the more we conquered, the more our army multiplied like a bug in the system. 

Of course, Rex—who despised machismo and blind heroism—tried to rein it in, but momentum wasn’t so easily stopped. 

Thus, an army of fearless berserkers, even more fanatical than in the original story, was born. 

Despite openly opposing the royal family, our domain was thriving. 

But not all news was good. 

“All three fronts are proceeding smoothly. According to Rex, we’ll enter a temporary ceasefire in about two weeks.”

Even if the enemy wanted us eradicated, winter wars between territories were rare. 

War was about survival, and fighting in winter was just too harsh. 

Since the enemy couldn’t see an easy victory, they proposed a truce. 

This winter, we’d finally catch our breath. 

But… 

“Our domain may be safe, but Sneria’s isn’t.”

This didn’t apply to territories on the brink of collapse. 

Why would they stop when victory was so close? 

If anything, they’d intensify their offensive to prevent Sneria from recovering. 

So, while our situation was stable, Sneria’s was bleak. 

Inside the carriage, I listened to Remesis’ briefing and asked with concern: 

“How are Peter and Lady Sneria holding up?”

“Peter the swordsman is famous in the north. Rumor says he single-handedly held a valley against ten thousand.” 

The old man had been eating and sleeping in that valley, blocking the northern front alone. 

True to his title as the former Empire’s duke, he faced entire armies without a single soldier. 

With three northern lords held back by him alone, calling it a one-man show wasn’t an exaggeration. 

But war wasn’t something one person could win. 

Or rather, a defensive war couldn’t be won by individual strength. 

Superhuman prowess mattered only when victory was guaranteed. 

But when the goal was to protect civilians, prevent devastation, and integrate occupied territories, even a superhuman had limits. 

At that point, numbers and command mattered more than individual quality. 

Sneria’s domain was the same. 

While Peter held the north, the east and south were left defenseless. 

(The west bordered our territory.) 

A typical lord would’ve abandoned those fronts. 

Most didn’t care about civilian deaths or economic losses—they could always replenish later. 

But Lady Sneria wasn’t like that. 

She had become a lord *to* protect people. 

So, she had to defend the other two fronts herself. 

The royal family and neighboring lords knew this—that’s why they ignored Peter and attacked her directly. 

“So what if the old man’s strong? Lady Sneria has too much to protect.”

They sent armies to the north, then invaded the east and south. 

Honestly, as much as I admired her, this was just naivety. 

Not that I could blame her. 

With enemies on all sides and ruin approaching, hope was the only thing keeping her sane. 

Her narrow perspective was a product of circumstance. 

“In the original story, this led to tragedy.”

Even there, Peter had been by her side. 

While he held the north, she and her knights fought in the east and south. 

But it wasn’t enough… 

“She had to cross a line she shouldn’t have.”

Remembering that darkened my mood. 

Noticing this, Remesis cautiously spoke up: 

“Rex wants to send reinforcements this winter, but…”

His words snapped me back to reality. 

Right. This world was different. 

In the original story, Rex couldn’t spare troops—he was barely holding on. 

But now, we had so much leeway that our defensive war had turned into a conquest. 

Surely, we could send reinforcements to an ally. 

Steadying myself, I looked up and asked: 

“How many troops can we send?”

***

Meanwhile, the eastern front of Sneria’s domain. 

There, soldiers and knights fought tooth and nail to hold the line. 

While the lord herself fought in the south, the east had no superhumans left—just desperate men throwing themselves into the grinder. 

Yet, against all odds, the front held. 

Because the civilians fought. 

“No other place. No other lord.”

“Even if I die, my family will be under her grace.”

Most territories didn’t care if their lords changed—it was just one tyrant replacing another. 

But Sneria’s people knew better. 

If their lord fell, this land would turn to hell. 

So they took up arms. 

They charged toward death rather than surrender. 

Those who couldn’t fight still found ways to spite the enemy—poison, sabotage, anything. 

“They say demons live in that domain.”

“I heard a courtesan poisoned an officer’s wine and died with him.”

Thanks to this, the front held. 

They were slowly pushed back, but not as badly as their disadvantage should’ve allowed. 

When winter arrived, the mood in Sneria’s camp grew heavier. 

Food was scarce, supplies dwindling, and hope nonexistent. 

The colder it got, the worse the war would become. 

Yet, they still raised their weapons. 

To stop the invaders’ madness. 

Then, a letter arrived for the eastern front’s commander. 

“Reinforcements! Providence is sending reinforcements!”

At the commander’s shout, the officers brightened and sprang to their feet.

“When is it?”

“No, before that—how many are coming?”

The commander, telling them to wait a bit, lowered the letter and read it.

Then his expression darkened as if he had bitten into something bitter.

“Captain?”

“…One.”

“What?”

The mood plummeted into despair.

One.

What that meant was obvious.

“Damn it, we shouldn’t have trusted the alliance.”

“Yeah. Let them live well on their own.”

The officers slumped back into their seats in frustration.

The commander, disheartened, crumpled the innocent letter.

At that moment, he remembered something he had overlooked.

“Maybe…”

But before he could finish his sentence, the sentry on the wall rang the alarm bell loudly.

“Enemy attack!”

“To your positions!”

Without finishing his thought, the commander shouted reflexively.

What did it matter how strong the reinforcements were?

If they couldn’t hold this place before that one person arrived, it would all be meaningless.

The commander climbed the wall to assess the invaders.

At a glance, there seemed to be around a thousand.

He quickly prepared for a siege.

Then he noticed a large figure in a robe standing atop the wall.

He had never seen this person before, so he assumed it must be a newly hired mercenary.

Just then, the massive man approached the commander.

“Stop right there! State your affiliation—”

Ignoring the soldiers pointing their spears to protect the commander, the towering figure removed his robe.

Beneath it were a helmet and uniform.

The commander’s eyes widened.

“You are…!”

“What’s wrong?”

Others didn’t recognize this man.

But the commander, having once been close to Sneria, had met him before.

Not only had he met him, he had once crawled on the ground to survive this man’s blade.

That’s why the commander couldn’t hide his joy.

His body clearly remembered the strength of the lone reinforcement.

“My lord!”

“I’ve come to end this war.”


“Understood. I’ll summon the knights right away—”

“No.”

The massive man—Duke—turned away from the commander and approached the edge of the wall.

“I’m enough on my own.”

And with those words, he jumped off the wall.
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What matters in war is the quality of the superhumans.

However, in a war of defense, quantity also becomes important.

One person can’t defend the north, south, east, and west all at once — you need at least four.

Rheinvalt, a senior knight of the Sneria territory, had believed this to be true, at least until today.

But at this very moment, his understanding of the world was changing.

“I’ve defeated the enemy commander.”

This was Duke’s declaration five minutes after leaping off the castle wall.

It was as casual as pulling a piece of candy from a snack bag — he dragged the enemy lord from the middle of the enemy camp to his feet and then split him in two.

He said he had cut down the enemy commander before a single arrow could be loosed.

Both the enemy and allies were dumbfounded by the sight.

“Huh? Wha—?”

While everyone was still processing the situation, Duke sliced down the enemy’s flag, which had been fluttering high in the sky, and asked:

“Will you continue?”

Clatter.

The army dropped their weapons and knelt before a single man.

***

In the fifteen days that followed, there were five more invasions.

Each time, Duke used telekinesis to pull the enemy lord before him and personally cut them in half.

With five lords halved, peace returned to the eastern front.

For the first week of peace since the war had begun, the guards were so relaxed they passed the time with luxurious yawns.

Considering the area had been a war zone just a week ago, their attitude could only be described as complacent.

Having brought the war halfway to a close in just fifteen days, Duke now sat down for tea and small talk with the frontline commander.

“War is always cried out for by those safest from it.”

Then, perhaps, if you make those who clamor for war unsafe, you can stop war.

This simple and obvious logic had been passed down to Duke by Rex — and he immediately put it into action.

Of course, the method Rex intended was a bit different:

[Assassinate the lords once the war begins.]

Rex, a rational and common-sense strategist, had wanted to form a special unit around Duke to sneak in and quietly assassinate enemy commanders — just like how hero units operated in games.

But there was one thing Rex overlooked:

In games, no matter how powerful a unit is, some abilities are banned for balance.

Reality has no such limitations.

Also, most ordinary people — Rex included — had no idea just how much someone ranked 7th-tier and above could actually do.

Because of that gap in understanding, Duke interpreted Rex’s orders a bit differently:

‘Ah! So I’m supposed to take the commander’s head right from the start!’

Ironically, that was the type of boss behavior Duke hated most.

A boss should be reasonable — unleashing unavoidable instant-kill moves at the start only earns hate.

But this time, he hadn’t come to cosplay a boss.

He came to stop a war.

As someone who lived off taxes, Duke decided to put his hobbies aside and faithfully carry out his duties.

‘I’ve got to earn my keep.’

So he used telekinesis to drag the lord over.

Like pulling a prize from a claw machine, he yanked them from the heart of enemy lines to his feet.

Then, for all to see, he split them in one clean stroke.

The fifth lord, not wanting to die, holed up in their estate and only sent troops.

So Duke raided their mansion at dawn and decapitated them.

After that, no more lords dared to invade.

Thanks to Duke’s actions, the eastern region had successfully regained peace.

The commander in charge of the east found the whole situation absurd.

‘Maybe I’ve been studying tactics all wrong.’

They say one superhuman can’t stop a war?

That’s just an excuse from the weak.

This — this is strategy, this is tactics.

The commander adopted a new belief:

‘Only the weak need to use clever tricks.’

If Rex — the one racking his brain with clever tricks — had heard that, he might’ve fainted on the spot.

In any case, the eastern front had entered a lull.

But the war wasn’t over.

“Most of the lords have headed south,” a report came in.

The north was blocked by the blind swordsman guarding the canyon.

The east was locked down by Duke, who specifically targeted enemy lords.

So the enemy alliance turned to the seemingly easier and safer south — the direction defended by just one person.

The commander glanced cautiously at Duke, who quietly sipped his tea.

“Now that things are fine here… would you perhaps be able to assist my liege…?”

“If that were possible, Lord Peter would’ve already headed south.”

Duke didn’t like using honorifics for that old man, but this was an official setting, so he maintained courtesy.

The commander gave a bitter smile, as if he’d expected that response.

“Of course, you’re right.”

The northern front had also quieted down, similar to the east.

Some mad old blind man kept showing up at every pass toward the territory and cutting off lords’ heads —

So the lords, fearing for their lives, naturally withdrew.

He was slower than Duke, but the result was similar.

But neither Peter nor Duke could leave their posts.

If they did, the lords would immediately catch on and launch another attack.

That was the problem.

The commander knew this, rationally speaking.

He just asked — on the off chance — that Duke might be able to make the impossible happen.

But reality stomped his hopes with cruel indifference.

“Sigh…”

Once this winter ends, Duke will have to return to his own territory.


No matter how strong the alliance, one’s own domain must come first — that much is inevitable.

Faced with this sobering reality, the commander felt darkness closing in before his eyes.

Then, recalling he was currently sharing tea with an esteemed guest, he quickly composed himself and forced a bright smile.

“My apologies. After all you’ve done for us, how could I say such a thing…”

“I certainly cannot go south.”

“Pardon?”

“I’ve never once left this fortress.”

“What do you mean…”

Duke put down his teacup and gestured with his chin toward the commander.

“Come with me.”

Technically, Rheinvalt was the field commander — but deep down, he had already begun to recognize Duke as his superior. Without a word, he followed him.

As they stepped out of the tent, night had already fallen.

In the silence of the sleeping camp, Duke walked with the commander trailing behind like an attendant, making his way naturally toward the soldier quarters.

At the gate to the residential area, the guards — who were supposed to be standing watch — were instead fast asleep, leaning on their spears or slumped against walls.

Seeing this, the commander’s expression contorted in anger.

‘These damned fools.’

Still at war, and yet they sleep with such peace on their faces?

And right in front of a high-ranking guest from another territory, no less.

‘You idiots are a disgrace to our land.’

Just then, Duke spoke quietly, only loud enough for the commander to hear.

“Doesn’t this just mean the soldiers trust me that much? That I’ve done my duty well. Don’t scold them too harshly.”

Once again, the commander found himself impressed by Duke’s character.

Still, once the war ended, those guards were definitely going to jail.

Ignoring the guards, Duke stepped into the sleeping quarters.

The commander, keeping a bit of distance, walked over and delivered a sharp kick to one of the sleeping sentries.

Whack!

“Ack! Who’s—”

“Wake everyone up. And you lot, report to my office first thing in the morning.”

“Uh…”

It didn’t take even a second for the soldier’s sweet dream to turn into a nightmare.

After waking the rest of the guards, the commander quickly caught up with Duke.

Duke walked with confidence, without hesitation.

He entered one of the engineer camps and pointed to a massive, bear-like man sleeping belly-up on a bed.

“That one will do.”

***

A few days after the eastern front entered a lull, a rumor spread to the southern front.

“Apparently, that knight Duke has moved from the east to the south.”

As proof, the Snerian lord and his retainers — who had been slowly losing ground — suddenly charged forward recklessly, as if they had nothing to lose.

As if someone had their back.

The southern lords were terrified by this rumor, and quickly pulled their forces back to assess the situation.

Meanwhile, the lords of the eastern front took advantage of Duke’s supposed absence and resumed their advance.

“Now’s our chance while he’s gone!”

A count, who had been hiding in his estate until now, proudly waved his banner and charged.

Just then, one of his retainers rushed over.

“My lord! We’ve received intel that Duke was spotted atop the eastern wall! You should retreat while you still can—”

“You fool!”

The count snapped at the frightened retainer.

“Obviously it’s a fake! No one even knows what he looks like! They probably just dressed up a scarecrow to bluff!”

In truth, the count had no idea whether it was a scarecrow or the real Duke.

But humans are creatures who need to justify their actions.

He had already marched his army out. Turning back now would be humiliating.

He also didn’t want to admit he’d been hiding out of fear of Duke this entire time.

So his internal scale tilted toward a comforting belief:

That must be a fake.

Not because he truly believed it — but because he needed it to be true.

So the count pressed forward toward the eastern fortress.

Focusing his magic into his eyes, he saw — just as the retainer said — a knight with a fluttering cape and helmet, standing with arms crossed atop the wall.

The knight simply stood still, gazing out beyond the wall.

‘As I thought.’

The count shouted to his men:

“Look at that lifeless puppet! That knight is clearly—”

But the count couldn’t finish his sentence.

He was suddenly yanked off his horse and dragged toward the fortress, as if pulled by some invisible force.

His retainers turned pale.

“C-Could it be…”

The count, leaving trails in the dirt, began flying straight toward the Duke atop the wall.

“Save me—!”

Before he could do anything, Duke uncrossed his arms and swung his greatsword.

Shhhk!

As the rumors said — the lord was sliced clean in half.

His body fell limp, painting the wall red.

Duke used amplification magic and addressed the enemy army in a calm voice:

“Will you continue?”

A declaration of surrender came immediately.

After finishing off the count so simply, Duke turned to the commander.

“Now it’s your turn.”

He looked at the man behind the commander — a soldier wearing the exact same outfit as him, trembling from head to toe.

“I’ll lend you my name. From this moment on, you are the knight guarding the eastern fortress.”

The soldier, shaking inside his helmet, couldn’t reply.

Too scared to nod. Too scared to shake his head.

He recalled the conversation from a few nights ago.

***

“Me?”

“How rude. Watch your tongue before Sir Duke.”

“I’m sorry! That’s far too much for someone like me…”

“How dare you refuse a noble request. Do you have a death wish?”

One night, the hero Duke suddenly appeared.

He asked a soldier to pretend to be him.

The reason?

Simply because their build and size were similar.

For an ordinary soldier, it was a truly terrifying request.

If the enemy didn’t believe it and used magic—death.

If he acted strangely while disguised as Duke—death.

If he refused—death by the commander’s sword.

Faced with such unreasonable options, the soldier had no choice at all.

In the end, he was dragged into this mess.

“Then from now on, I’ll truly head south.”

“You haven’t forgotten my request, have you?”

“No, sir.You have never once left the eastern front.”

“Good.I’m counting on you, Commander. Soldier.”

“You both bear a heavy responsibility.”

Leaving those words behind, Duke departed the fortress.

Inside the helmet, the soldier wearing Duke’s armor whimpered.

‘I…I really need to go to the bathroom…’

A few days later.

Despite rumors that Duke had appeared in the south, the east remained peaceful.

Many lords, just in case, sent scouts toward the east.

But all they reported was the same:

Duke stood on the fortress wall, arms crossed, like a solitary tree.

Upon seeing that, any thoughts of attacking the east quickly faded.

The lords began to withdraw once more.

Hearing these reports while watching both the southern and eastern fronts,Duke nodded in satisfaction.

‘What was it…a dead Zhuge Liang drove out a living…someone?’

Otter?

Sangdal?

I remember it had something to do with the moon…

Was it even right to call him Zhuge Liang?


Anyway, what mattered was that Rex’s plan had worked perfectly.

Relieved, Duke finally began heading south in earnest.

‘I may be too dumb to stop a tragedy, but that Rex guy’s got the brains.’

If he managed to prevent this one, I’ll at least treat him like a superior officer.

With that thought in mind, Duke quickened his pace.



 
  Chapter 50 : Reinforcements (3)






Rex’s deception worked better than expected.

“Didn’t they say the Duke was definitely on the Eastern Front?”

“Yes. We even got word yesterday that he was on the wall…”

“Then what the hell is that?!”

When word spread that the Duke had come down from the Eastern Front to the Southern Front, the lords began to hold back.

They had joined the war to prevent the revival of the Empire, just as the royal family had warned, but ultimately, it was to ensure their own survival.

They hadn’t seen the Duke’s might firsthand, but news that he had cut down both counts and barons alike was enough to intimidate them.

But when they heard the Duke was in the east, the southern lords resumed their invasion with glee.

Only—what was this?

The Duke appeared atop the southern fortress wall.

A massive knight in a helmet and a fluttering cape.

Upon seeing him, the lords halted their advance and began blaming one another.

“What kind of scouting was that?!”

“I’m telling you, the scouting was accurate! The Duke was definitely in the east!”

“Then what the hell is that?!”

A fleeting thought passed through the lords’ minds: perhaps that Duke was just a decoy.

But none had the courage to test that theory themselves.

Rumor had it a foolish count who tried to find out ended up dead.

It bears repeating: the lords were fighting this war for deeply selfish reasons.

They had to stop the Empire to preserve their power, and to rise in status, they needed to seize territory from the Lord of Sneria.

They had not gathered out of some noble cause, but selfish ambition—so of course, they were extremely sensitive to the idea of their own death.

Still, they couldn’t hold back forever.

“How long must we watch that woman strut around just because one knight showed up?”

At that very moment, the Lord of Sneria was pushing forward to reclaim lost territory.

People are naturally more sensitive to loss than gain.

Even if the land wasn’t originally theirs, it was too painful to give up land they’d already conquered.

In the end, they dumped this “group project” on one person.

“You go lead the charge.”

In the traditional, logical decision-making process of the lords, they pushed the weakest one to the front.

The baron approached the southern fortress with a tearful face.

He imagined being dragged off and split in half the moment he got close.

Wearing a look of utter dread, he approached the fortress.

But the closer he got, the more something felt off.

‘Huh? They’re not attacking?’

The baron’s hope—that the Duke was just a scarecrow—gradually turned into confidence.

Even within arrow range, the Duke didn’t budge.

‘No way!’

Overjoyed, the baron shouted to his knights:

“Now’s our chance! That Duke is a fake! The enemy must be exhausted from overextending! Hurry, before those pigs in the back notice!”

If he could be the first to enter the fortress and claim territory, maybe he could finally shed this ‘weakest link’ reputation…

That was the baron’s final dream.

Thud.

A greatsword fell from above, turning the baron into a pool of blood.

The knights turned pale.

As they looked up at the fortress wall, the previously silent Duke stood there with his arms crossed, staring down at them.

“A knight should know the meaning of drawing one’s sword, yes?”

The knights didn’t even try to make excuses—they dropped their swords and knelt.

After accepting their surrender, the Duke let out a sigh of relief from inside his helmet.

‘Barely made it.’

***

The Duke had arrived in the south at the last possible moment.

He commended the fake Duke and went to meet Hana, whom he had delayed greeting.

“Duke. Thank you. You arrived at just the right time.”

“I’m glad I wasn’t late. Are you planning to push further south?”

“Yes. I must reclaim my people’s homeland—and get revenge.”

“Hm.”

The Duke examined Hana’s face.

After nearly half a year of war, deep exhaustion was visible under her eyes.

But what troubled him more was the level he sensed from her.

‘Still at level 52…’

Ari was about to reach level 50, and the other company commanders were already in the fourth tier, approaching the fifth.

But Hana hadn’t changed much since they last met.

She hadn’t had time to find a chance encounter, nor had such a chance found her.

Of course, over the past few months, she had achieved the impressive feat of defeating several lords.

But she refused to embrace bloodlust as her enlightenment, so her combat experiences hadn’t helped much.

‘At this rate, the original story will unfold…’

Still, the Duke wasn’t worried.

He simply had to protect her here and now.

Before the original tragedy could occur, he’d prevent it from happening in the first place.

With that resolve, the Duke looked at Hana, who tilted her head.

“Duke? Is there something you wish to say?”

“No, nothing. I was just worried about the Eastern Front.”

“If it’s that, you needn’t worry. If nothing else, we’re unmatched in information warfare and espionage.”

She smiled faintly and extended her shadow.

Of course, word would soon spread that the Duke was in the south.

But Hana and her vassals were shadow mages who had protected their domain through espionage and psychological warfare for nearly a century.

Feeding false information, disrupting networks, and swaying public opinion were their specialties.

“So don’t worry. They likely believe you’re just using a clone.”

“That’s a relief.”


Of course, the Duke already knew all this.

The plan was Rex’s, devised with Hana’s cooperation, so it would’ve been odd if he didn’t know.

Well, he had been dozing off during the strategy meeting and only noticed it from the quest log in the corner of his vision…

After catching up with Hana, the Duke returned to his tent to prepare for tomorrow.

“We’ll launch a counterattack in the morning.”

As he got up, mentally reviewing the list of lords he needed to eliminate to prevent the original tragedy—

Hana carefully spoke.

“About that… Duke, I’d prefer it if you didn’t participate in the war yourself.”

“?”

The Duke froze mid-step.

He couldn’t help but question whether what he had just heard was a hallucination.

‘What? She’s going alone?’

Is this one of those destiny things often mentioned in novels?

Like how the flap of a butterfly’s wings causes a typhoon, and no matter what, the fate decided by the original work must come to pass?

An event that must happen for the protagonist to awaken?

Crack.

‘Who decided that?’

Duke was not the kind of person who believed in fate or the heavens.

He had already died from electrocution and reincarnated into this shitty world without even getting a shot at the afterlife—how could he believe in that nonsense?

More than anything, he hated the idea of a fate that forced suffering on his favorite character.

That’s why he wanted to become the final boss who could flip off fate with a raised middle finger.

But before Duke could delve deeper into those thoughts, Hana brought him back to reality.

“My lord? Did I say something wrong?”

“No. But why are you trying to shoulder this war all on your own?”

“Because I’m the lord of this land. If I can’t reclaim the territory that was taken because I was weak, the people won’t believe in me.”

Duke looked into her eyes.

She was hiding it well, but her gaze was the kind you’d see in someone cornered to the edge.

He didn’t know if it was possible to read emotion from eyes alone, but in her case, he felt certain of it.

And he could guess why.

She had lost her confidence because she couldn’t prove herself.

It was only then that Duke realized what he had overlooked.

‘Would a bird trapped in a cage be happy?’

If he truly wanted to keep her safe, he could just storm out right now and soak the plains with the blood of the enemy lords.

But if he did that, all it would prove was that she couldn’t survive without someone else’s help.

Would that really be the right thing to do?

To lock the queen he adored in a cage?

After much thought, Duke finally spoke.

“Let’s consult our lord.”

Duke immediately left the tent and contacted Rex.

“My lord.”

[What’s going on, Duke?]

“This and that happened, but I don’t think it’s my place to decide on this matter.”

Though that’s what he said, Duke was half in a state of confusion.

If he took the lead too much, it would damage her autonomy.

But if he simply respected her autonomy and stepped back, and it resulted in irreversible military losses, she would have to live with the guilt.

Having gone hundreds of years without needing to use his brain properly, he had no idea what the military-appropriate balance was in a situation like this.

At Duke’s question, Rex’s voice came through the interface with a mocking tone.

[Oh ho. So you’re a man after all.]

“?”

[This is totally a love consultation, isn’t it? You’re flustered, right?]

What the hell is this shut-in loser talking about?

Did that bastard Rex just tease me?

A vein popped on Duke’s forehead.

Though he was loyal, it was more like loyalty to Bitcoin—not genuine respect.

That’s because, in Duke’s mind, Rex had far too many flaws to be worthy of real admiration.

Still, Duke didn’t show any of that outwardly.

“That’s not the case, my lord.”

[Sure it isn’t. Heh. Romance between heroes, huh…]

Rex smirked while looking at the screen.

Romance between heroes had also been a game mechanic in the game Rex used to play.

He would offer advice as their lord and play matchmaker, and depending on the outcome, special dialogue or unique skills would unlock.

But more than that, the best part was just watching it all unfold.

Some heroes had sweet romances, others bittersweet ones.

When there was nothing else left to do after reaching the endgame, Rex collected heroes just to enjoy watching their love stories.

In that sense, Duke’s love consultation was extremely entertaining to Rex.

‘See? It unlocked.’

As proof, Duke’s love consultation had unlocked the advice function.

Cowardly Rex stepped aside, and Gamer Rex came out, grinning slyly.

[If that’s the case, leave it to me. I’ll plan the operation for you.]

‘Why am I getting pissed off?’

Duke felt that rare burning sensation in the back of his neck.

It wasn’t that he was upset about being misunderstood.

After all, it wasn’t unpleasant to be paired with his favorite character.

But seeing that loser who used to moan under his desk suddenly act like a confident love expert really ticked him off.

‘You haven’t even made progress with Ari yet, you bastard.’

While Duke was sharpening imaginary knives in his mind, Rex analyzed Sneria’s situation.

[First off, Lady Sneria is right. This is a matter of sovereignty.]

People are loyal to the government that protects them.

So if Hana wins the war but it looks like an outsider—Rex—was responsible, her sovereignty would be severely undermined.

That truth holds from Earth to this world—it’s a long-established historical pattern.

At worst, even if she recovers her territory, her domain might be reduced to a puppet state under the Marquessate.

That’s why she could only accept Duke as reinforcements—the finishing blow had to be hers.

[Especially since you’ve already secured the eastern front, public sentiment is probably shifting in various ways.]

“Then what should I do?”

[Just help her, like you’re Ari.]

“?”

[Teach her, and if anything happens, just act as the backup from the rear.]

“Will that really be enough?”

[Lady Sneria would agree with that too.]

“…I was asking from a military standpoint, not for relationship advice.”

[I gave you a military answer.]

Though still a little unsure, Duke decided to follow Rex’s advice.

‘So I guess there won’t be a military issue if I go along with this?’

That would mean Hana could regain her self-esteem, and the war effort wouldn’t suffer.

Duke let out a sigh of relief and cut the connection.

Then he suddenly realized something.

‘Why did I even ask something this simple?’

Now it really does feel like I was getting relationship advice.

Damn it.

Duke denied it several times as he returned to Hana.

‘That cheeky bastard Rex. I’ll make sure to serve him a big plate of karma when I get back.’

He burned with petty vengeance toward innocent Rex.

***

Meanwhile, in Rex’s office…

“Heh heh…”

There was one thing Rex hadn’t told Duke.

The public sentiment in the east had already shifted toward Duke, and even if she performed well, it wouldn’t be easy for Hana to regain it.


But Rex had no reason to share that part.

After all, reclaiming territory wasn’t the only way to strengthen sovereignty.

Since ancient times, the most powerful and common method of consolidating noble power had always been—bloodline.

“Heh heh… romance content is the best…”

The old gamer, once notorious in online communities for being a chronic voyeur, hadn’t changed his habits even after the world itself had changed.



 
  Chapter 51 : The Girl Who Dreams (1/2)





“Mom. Mooom!”

“Gasp!”

Inside a tent on the southern front, the lord of the Sneria territory shot up from her bed.

She wiped her sweat with a towel placed beside her bed and moistened her throat.

The nightmare was about an event from over a hundred years ago.

A noble who destroyed a happy family purely for entertainment.

In that empire, where power was law and justice, the noble received no punishment.

So, the girl picked up a weapon.

Not just to strike back at that noble, but to defy a world that allowed such nobles to exist.

To prove that a society could exist where the weak lived without fear—not through power or status, but through law and promise.

Under that belief, the girl exacted revenge, witnessed the fall of the empire with her own eyes, and governed her territory.

Eventually, Sneria became the most prosperous land in the kingdom, and the nightmares stopped.

Thus, she believed she had overcome her past.

That was, until this terrible war began.

“Sister, where’s mom?”

That innocent question from a child she rescued from a burning village brought her long-buried trauma rushing back.

As if paying interest on the time she had ignored it, the nightmares came back even worse.

“A weak ruler…”

“That is not a proper attitude for a monarch.”

The nightmares always ended with the cold stare of an old man.

A conversation with Peter.

He told her that her attitude was unfit for a ruler.

Someone who is swayed by responsibility cannot lead the people.

The old man reprimanded her.

In the end, he did join her faction, but it was hard to say that he had truly pledged his loyalty.

She had simply said the “right” answer by chance among countless possibilities and gained the old man’s approval—not because it was her true belief.

“A ruler… must be someone the people yearn for.”

Yearn for.

She had spent her life yearning for someone else, but never imagined she could be the one yearned for.

Especially since the one she admired stood at a height she could never hope to reach, she had never even dreamed of standing beside him.

Yet she claimed she would become a ruler who inspired longing.

Her lie had won his loyalty, but it left her with a guilty conscience.

Maybe that’s why…

This war felt like it was her fault.

She had thought bringing in someone like the old man, who was beyond normal forces, would prevent war.

But in reality, the north was all he could protect.

“I’m sorry…”

In the end, she was too weak as a lord—one old man alone wasn’t enough.

“I’m incompetent…”

Only after her exchange with the old man and facing the war’s harsh truth did she realize:

She had no dream of her own.

She was merely imitating the ideal ruler she believed she should be, out of a sense of duty.

That wasn’t her true dream.

This was why her growth was so slow.

Saying she had no time to spare because she cared for her people, like other lords did, was just an excuse.

Look at Duke and Rex.

They protected their people and still reached high levels of power.

(Though the two would probably wave it off if they heard this.)

The real reason was that, unlike them, she had no dream.

She chased a false ideal, so of course her power didn’t grow properly.

This tragedy happened because someone lacking in talent and aptitude dared to take a lord’s position.

She blamed herself.

Her difference from the other lords lay only in what they pursued—in the end, someone unqualified to rule had brought suffering to others.

“I will atone for it, no matter what.”

But now that she was here, it was too late to run away with excuses.

She pushed herself again and rose from her bed.

After waking up filled with regret, she stepped out of the tent.

“Please take care of me again today, Sir Duke.”

She greeted Duke, who was waiting outside.

***

It’s been a few days since I joined the southern front.

Since that day, my mission hasn’t been to liberate the south, but to guide her training.

It was to guarantee her authority by letting her reclaim her land herself.

As a bonus, by not showing up personally on the southern front, I could make the lords in the east feel more intimidated.

But that wasn’t the important part right now.

“Time for morning Q&A with Hana~”

What truly made me happy was that I got to spend time with her alone in a room.

For the record, while the phrasing might cause misunderstandings, this was a sincere and entirely wholesome training session.

In a time of war, we couldn’t afford to exhaust ourselves through sparring, so we used a Q&A format to help her gain insight.

Fortunately, she had spent centuries building a solid foundation in magic, but lacked a proper teacher—so her growth had been slow.

Through just questions and answers, her power gradually increased.

“My old master never did this for me…”

Not just my master—most teachers in this world never offered this kind of Q&A-style enlightenment.

They considered it too precious, like giving away their secret techniques built over centuries.

Also, revealing their inner thoughts to a disciple was like exposing their weaknesses.

You can’t risk that with someone who might surpass you one day.

But I wasn’t the type to care about that.

“Hana? Kill me?”

There’s no way our sweet Hana would kill me.


If she ever did, it’d mean I’d done something worthy of death.

Of course, even aside from Hana, I wasn’t stingy with my teachings.

Kicking down the ladder because you’re afraid of being overtaken is something only cowards do.

Newbies should be welcomed and nurtured—turned into allies.

“It’s about time.”

I checked the time using Rex’s ability.

7 a.m.

Time for Hana to come out of her tent.

Strangely enough, she was always punctual.

Even though, unlike me, she couldn’t tell the time.

That made her sincerity even more admirable.

“What should we discuss today?”

The sparring simulation (verbal battle exercise) was finished yesterday.

There’s not much I can offer regarding shadow magic…

“Hm. Maybe I’ll touch on her inner world today.”

To grow strong, a superhuman needs a goal.

Not just superhumans—anyone needs a goal to strive for.

The advancement of superhumans and the transcendence of lifespan are ultimately just means to an end—what truly matters is the real goal each person holds in their heart.

In my case, my dream is to become a cool, wicked final boss.

Rex’s dream is to form a harem and live a moderately wealthy and peaceful life (though that’s already out of reach).

Ari’s dream is to build a big family with Rex and protect it so no one can threaten them.

‘Hana’s dream is probably…’

To create a territory where people can live safely and happily.

‘Alright. Let’s go with that.’

Thinking that I should help her give form to that dream, I prepared for our Q&A session.

Just as I was thinking that, the tent opened and she appeared.

‘She’s five minutes late today.’

Well, considering she relies on her biological clock unlike me, a five-minute discrepancy isn’t unreasonable.

“Good morning, my lord.”

“Yes. Let’s get going then.”

I took her with me to a completely sealed-off room.

Inside, I would sit on a grand throne-like chair, while she would sit modestly on a plain wooden chair.

With a wide desk between us, the two of us lit incense and began today’s Q&A.

“You no longer need sparring. From today, let’s talk about your inner imagery.”

“My inner imagery…?”

“Yes. So let me ask you—what is it that you dream of?”

I threw the question and waited for her answer, expecting a follow-up response.

But even after several minutes passed, she said nothing, and I realized something was off.

‘Huh?’

I finally looked up and met her face.

‘What the…’

Why does she look like she’s having a mental breakdown?

I really hated the time in school when we had to write down our future dreams.

Smart kids would confidently write down jobs like judges or doctors.

Kids who liked playing or had a strong sense of innocence would write down things like YouTuber or streamer.

I heard that kids in my niece and nephew’s generation wrote “VTuber” before I died, but that’s not the point.

When that time came, I felt like I understood what a mental breakdown felt like.

Couldn’t write “Heavenly Demon” because there were no martial arts in this world.

Couldn’t write “Demon King” because there was no magic in this world.

Couldn’t write “God of a New World” because there was no notebook.

My dream was an unattainable fantasy.

So I had to compromise with reality and write something fake, which made me feel like I had no dream—hence, a sort of mental collapse.

—“XXX, a classical swordsmanship instructor? How do you expect to make a living with that in Korea?”

I ended up writing that because I couldn’t give up on my romantic ideals.

That’s not what’s important, though—what matters is that Hana’s current expression looked just like that.

The confused face of a student without a dream, being asked what their future goal is.

‘You don’t have a dream…?’

Hana, who has worked so diligently in a straight line?

That can’t be true.

It’s impossible to maintain that level of diligence without a proper dream.

Of course, in the novel, it was described that her mental state gradually deteriorated.

But that was due to the frustration of not being able to fulfill her dream because of the harshness of reality…


Wait a second.

Was Hana’s emotional state ever directly described in the novel?

‘Ah.’

That’s when I realized my own misunderstanding.
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The original novel is told from Rex’s point of view, so the heart of a side character like her could only be inferred from her actions.

Sure, all of her movements were described in detail, but that doesn’t mean we knew everything about her.

And unlike Ari, she was just an occasional mentor to Rex, so her importance was relatively low.

Only after thinking all that did I discard my previous assumptions.

‘I never truly knew Hana.’

I only knew her from Rex’s perspective—not the queen sitting before me now.

My decision was swift.

I changed the topic and asked the troubled-looking Hana another question.

“What is it that troubles you so deeply?”

“Excuse me? I don’t understand what you mean…”

“If you can’t answer the question right away, then either you don’t have a dream, or you’re doubting your dream. And I don’t believe you don’t have one, so it must be the latter.”

“No, my lord. I’m not that kind of person. I just…”

“Then tell me. Tell me what kind of person you are.”

As I continued to press her despite her hesitation, she finally began to confess the truth.

That the ongoing war had reawakened her trauma,

That her conversation with Peter made her realize she lacked the qualities of a monarch,

That reflecting on herself led to the realization that she didn’t have a dream of her own.

After hearing her explanation, I nodded.

‘That old man, seriously.’

Why does he have to say unnecessary things that just crush the kid’s spirit?

Losing his sight must have also made him lose his sense.

(Of course, I was also putting on airs beside him during the interview, but that was just for the sake of the interview, so I’m not an accomplice.)

I felt the conveniently selective activation of my moral compass as I cleared my throat.

“Ahem. So that was the problem. Then it’s simple. Just ignore what Peter said.”

“Excuse me?”

“Didn’t Peter say that a lord is someone who makes their vassals follow them out of admiration?”

In other words, a lord doesn’t get swayed by vassals—they’re the one who instills a dream in them.

“That man became your vassal. So you can redefine what it means to be a ruler. That old man’s beliefs are full of holes.”

Admiration, my foot.

Hana probably took his words as absolute truth because he’s a former duke and an elder, but from my perspective, he’s just an old man still obsessed with a fallen kingdom.

And from someone who helped overturn that kingdom, I can’t say his ideals really resonated with me.

‘Even the man who said it can’t follow through on it himself.’

Her pupils trembled at my light comment.

“But even you, my lord…”

“Have I ever once expressed an evaluation of you?”

“Ah.”

Sure, during the interview with Peter, I explained why her and Rex’s answers were incorrect.

But I only did that because I knew Peter’s beliefs and explained it from his perspective—I never agreed with them.

I’ve never in my life agreed with that man’s ideals.

Yes, you’re right. Let’s just go with that. But I was never influenced by his beliefs.

A spark of light returned to Hana’s eyes.

Taking this as my chance, I decided to teach this girl, still living in a world lacking the concept of diversity, the meaning of diversity.

“If there are hundreds of millions of people in the world, there are also hundreds of millions of ideals.”

Peter may be a wise elder, but he’s not the answer.

Sure, he’s respectable, and his words are often wise, but they’re still just good words—not the correct answer.

“Don’t let others define your dream.”

“But I was only… mimicking what others thought an ideal ruler should be. That’s not really my dream…”

“And why can’t that be a dream?”

“…What?”

Strictly speaking, I also dream of becoming a final boss, but in the end, all I’m doing is imitating those I admired in movies and comics.

However, if someone were to cry out that all my choices and actions are just empty lies, I would raise my middle finger without hesitation.

‘Who are you to say that?’

I’m fully aware that my actions are an act.

So what?

That’s my dream.

I’ve worked hard to achieve it, and I’m happy because I’m making it come true.

Who has the right to criticize that?

That’s why I can say this with confidence:

“Even if it’s an ideal born from mere habit, it’s still undeniably your dream.”

In the original work, things didn’t go well for her and it ended in tragedy.

I also evaluated her as lacking compared to Rex when it came to her qualifications as a ruler.

But that’s a separate matter — I never said her dream was wrong.

I also really like stories where someone continues to pursue their dream, even when faced with the harsh wall of reality.

“So have faith in your dream. Your dream is not wrong.”

“But I lack the ability to rule.”

“Indeed, I don’t know much about what makes a good ruler. But I believe you can do it.”

In the original story, Rex inherited her ideals and the foundation she laid, and built an unwavering empire to the end.

That’s why I just think she was unfortunate with her timing and circumstances — not that she was unfit to be a lord.

‘Being less capable than Rex doesn’t mean you fail as a lord.’

That Rex guy is basically a monster when it comes to governance — he’s emperor-level.

He was outstanding even as a mere lord.

He had a cheat ability specialized in command, 22nd-century knowledge, and even protagonist-tier luck from a “misunderstanding” genre — who could compete with that in administration?

“So for now, set aside those worries and focus on your training with me. I don’t know about a ruler’s virtues, but I can teach you the strength you need.”

“Sir… Do you really think I can do it?”

“Believe in yourself. And if you can’t, then believe in me — the one who said that if I hadn’t met Rex, I would have chosen you as my liege.”

She closed her mouth and lowered her head.

“I only followed in your footsteps…”

“Didn’t I say this once before? When you looked up at the stars, that very star looked upon you and saw you as a star as well.”

I stood from my seat and draped my cloak over her, who still couldn’t lift her head.


Then, I headed out of the room.

Right now, what she needed wasn’t answers, but time alone.

Before I left, I made sure to say this:

“I have followed you far longer than you think. Maybe even from before you were born.”

Just before the door closed, I thought I heard her quietly sobbing — but maybe it was just my imagination.

***

The next morning, after a deep and heartfelt conversation.

I waited outside the tent for Hana, as always.

Time passed, and she came out at 7:30 a.m.

‘Hm. Looks like she finally got a good night’s sleep.’

She must’ve slept so soundly without nightmares that she ended up oversleeping by 30 minutes.

Naturally, it was a good sign, so I didn’t scold her.

But…

‘Why does she look more tired?’

There were no dark circles, but she looked strangely dazed.

Like she’d been up all night.

Maybe the deep sleep just released all the fatigue she’d been holding in?

Perhaps noticing my worried gaze, she gave a weak smile.

“Haha, Sir… would it be okay if I rested a bit today?”

My goodness! She requested a change in schedule!

Of course, since it was a good sign, I gladly accepted.

‘She’s finally freed herself from her sense of duty!’

Rather than being driven by responsibility, it seems she’s finally made responsibility her servant.

‘That’s right. Rest well, Hana.’

“A good decision. The enemies will probably stay quiet today, so use this chance to recover.”

Of course, I had no such intel — but whatever, let the enemies stay quiet.

“Thank you, Sir.”

She glided away like a shadow and returned to her tent.

After seeing her off, I went up to the fortress walls to enjoy the peace.

Then I remembered something I had forgotten.

‘Ah. The cloak.’

I forgot to ask her to return it.

Well, it doesn’t matter.

I’ve got 20 more spares in my subspace anyway.

‘I’ll ask her to give it back after the war ends.’

The war is nearly over, so there’s no need to rush her.

With that thought, I waited for the enemy from the southern fortress.

***

“Sneria kicked us out of the shadows and told us to go patrol.”

“Hm.”

“By the way, what did you talk about with the Lord yesterday to make her look so bright today?”

“Hm.”

“Oh, and I think she was wearing something… couldn’t see clearly since we were chased out right away.”

“Hm?”


I spent time chatting with her subordinates, who had nothing to do after being exiled from the shadows.

“I don’t know what kind of special training the Lord got, but could we also get a bit of that trai—mmph!”

“It’s fine, Sir! No need to worry about us—”

“Well, we have some free time, so how about a light sparring session?”

And just like that, I decided to train her retainers too.



 
  Chapter 52 : The End of Winter (1)





Two months had passed since I had come to the Sneria Territory as reinforcements.

“This winter is finally nearing its end.”

I murmured to myself as I stood alone atop the recently seized southern wall.

As if responding to my words, a shadow stirred.

It was one of my retainers, stationed in the shadows under the pretense of being my bodyguard.

Of course, it was debatable who was actually protecting whom, but as I was a guest from a neighboring territory, the escort had been assigned out of courtesy.

Thanks to this person, I’d lost all sense of privacy—but on the bright side, since they spread stories about what they directly witnessed, I didn’t need to bother with staging my image anymore.

“So today, this and that happened…”

I’d once seen them sharing a story about something we’d done while passing through, chatting with other retainers.

They had the makings of an excellent chronicler.

With my temporary chronicler tucked into my shadow, I let the winter wind wash over me and muttered again.

“When winter ends, so too will my role.”

The shadow stirred more violently than before.

When winter ends, I will return to my domain.

And with the coming of spring, the powerless battlefield will open up once more—that must be what they feared.

To comfort the retainer hidden in the shadows, I recited a line I had picked out from a poetry book the night before.

“Do not fear the end of winter. What lies before your eyes may be barren, but when spring arrives, flowers will surely bloom.”

***

Yoo Hana had been in a good mood lately.

Thanks to her dialogue sessions with the Duke, her growth had spiked rapidly.

Before she realized it, she had developed to the point where she could hold her own in one-on-one combat against other lords.

All they’d done was exchange words and insights, and yet such dramatic progress had occurred.

It was the first time since the resistance days—when she’d stumbled upon the rising shadow magic—that she’d experienced such a leap.

So this is why lords make such a fuss about having masters.

According to a certain legend, one lord had given up a hundred years of his lifespan to learn from a mentor.

Ordinary people saw that story as a tale of a foolish superhuman blinded by enlightenment—and so had she.

But having gone through it herself, she now understood.

A proper mentor was more than worth such a cost.

With that in mind, she naturally thought of what she could offer the Duke in return.

Last time, I failed to serve him for ten years in my territory like I’d planned.

That plan—honoring the Duke as a guest for ten years after resolving the demon incident—had fallen through by accident.

They had to divide the rewards to save people, and it wasn’t something she could begrudge.

But this time would be different.

He saved the territory, raised my level of mastery…

Wouldn’t it be okay to devote her entire life for that?

No, wasn’t that the proper thing to do?

“Hehe…”

The corners of her lips curled into a smile.

Hugging a now faintly-scented cloth to her chest, she let her imagination run wild.

But just as she was immersed in those happy thoughts, someone suddenly burst into her tent.

BANG!

Reacting purely on instinct, she fired a shadow stake toward the entrance based on her overwhelming mastery.

“Gasp!”

In that brief instant, as her retainer—who had entered without a sound—was distracted by the stake that grazed his cheek, she shoved the cloth into the shadows and fixed her outfit.

“Ahem. This is war. No matter how urgent it is, make your presence known. You could be mistaken for an assassin.”

“I apologize, my lady.”

“So, what’s the matter?”

“Well…”

Seeing the hesitant look on her retainer’s face filled her with dread.

And soon enough, that dread became reality.

“Well… the city’s mayor has been persuaded by other lords and is now leading a rebellion…”

Yoo Hana’s face twisted with dismay.

Of all times…

She had always compensated for her lack of mastery with technique and adaptability.

And with the Duke’s special training, she’d risen in rank—enough to overpower other lords of her class.

Among the barons, no one could rival her anymore.

She could even go toe-to-toe with counts if she twisted her body just right.

Thanks to that, she had gone from barely holding a defensive line to launching a counteroffensive and reclaiming lost territory.

But she wasn’t deluded.

She only managed to push back the lords because they were unsure whether the Duke was stationed in the south or the east—not because she was inherently strong.

In other words, her momentum was backed by the Duke.

Not her own strength.

The enemy had used that fact against her.

Now that the Duke was returning to his territory, she would be pushed back again.

And unlike cities in central locations, the ones on the border—like hers—would be sacrificed first.

Rather than swear loyalty to a lord who might soon fall, the rebels had convinced the mayor:

Swear loyalty to us now, and we’ll let you keep your life.

That’s how they won the mayor over and stirred the citizens.

Sigh…

Her good mood from earlier crashed into the ground.

Most lords didn’t bother using their heads.

It was easier to suppress others with brute power.

So few of them displayed tactical brilliance.

But that didn’t mean they were fools.

War really is a pain in the ass…

Propaganda was the foundation of war.

She herself had used espionage, sabotage, and psychological warfare to torment other lords.

So she couldn’t exactly complain that others were using the same tactics on her.

Still, being on the receiving end was incredibly annoying.


After a moment’s thought, she quickly made a decision.

“For now, while Sir Duke holds the front line, I’ll go suppress the rebellion.”

Using a reinforcement sent to prevent war to quell a rebellion was a massive diplomatic faux pas.

And the rebellion had succeeded in part because the people still saw her as weak.

That’s why she needed to handle this herself—to suppress the rebellion and reestablish authority.

“Do we have intel on the rebellion’s ringleader?”

“We do.”

“I’ll go immediately. Make sure we’ve secured their family’s information as well.”

Though she cherished her people, she wasn’t a soft-hearted girl who would coddle traitors.

“Let the Duke know, too. Ask him to watch over things while I’m gone.”

Maybe the rebellion would be suppressed by the time winter ended.

With that thought, she donned her cloak.

Even in wartime, a lord’s duties never ceased.

***

When I came down from the wall, Hana brought me the latest news.

“Sir, I’m ashamed to say that a rebellion has broken out due to flaws in my governance.”

She was telling me this because she needed someone to hold the southern front while she was away.

Once she returned, she suggested we slowly resume the southern advance.

I accepted her request—and thought back to the original storyline.

So it finally begins.

The trigger that would set the tragedy of the original plot into motion had arrived.

Hana’s tragic arc in the source material began with this very rebellion.

Thinking it was a simple uprising, she headed to the city… only to face a superhuman of Rank 6.

A necromancer and a hero: Hilly.

A completely unforeseen figure that not even Sneria’s intelligence network could detect.

What seemed like a simple rebellion was, in fact, a trap.

The hero had used corpses—including the mayor and citizens—as puppets to lure Hana out of the fortress.

“The war dragged on too long, and I was starting to get bored anyway.”

Though she said that, in truth, she simply didn’t have the confidence to beat Hana while she remained inside the fortress.

A superhuman entrenched in a fortress can withstand a one-rank difference, and the southern fortress that Hana had built by bringing in imperial engineers was difficult for even a decent superhuman to break through.

However, what made Hana angry at that place wasn’t the fact that she had been deceived, but rather a sense of relief—relief that the mayor hadn’t betrayed her.

“I knew I wasn’t wrong…”

And then, she was filled with fury.

The mayor and citizens had remained loyal to her, refusing to succumb to the hero’s threats—but the hero had killed them and defiled their honor by using their corpses.

That scene was the very reason I fell for her.

Her sincerity in caring for her people, the trust she commanded so deeply that no one ever betrayed her, and the self-sacrificing will to keep her promises to them until the very end.

That story was so admirable.

So even after her in-story departure, I clung to her and declared myself her fan.

As mentioned before, she consumed them with the consent of her retainers, and took her own life before karma could strike.

The rebellion in the city that Hana was heading to now—this was the origin of all the tragedy.

Should I tell her after all…

My ultimate goal is to prevent this tragedy.

In that sense, telling her would be the right thing to do.

I decided to consult Rex for this and contacted him.

In my previous life, I was always unlucky and had to overcome things physically.

Rather than meddling in the narrative alone and making things worse, I thought relying on Rex’s ridiculous luck would be a hundred times better.

I also had hope—if it was Rex, maybe he could come up with a brilliant plan to minimize the damage.

“Lord, this is the situation.”

Upon receiving just the report that a rebellion had occurred, Rex nodded.

[Hmm. It’s a trap.]

“?”

I hadn’t given him any other information, though?

But apparently, it was an obvious trap to someone who’s a veteran of strategy simulations.

[For a rebellion to occur during a war, simple agitation isn’t enough. There have to be social preconditions met. This should be understood using the dual crisis theory or revolutionary opportunity window theory—]

Uh.

I don’t get it.

I got as far as the part about no signs of public discontent or collapse in trust and legitimacy being observed, but anything beyond that went over my head.

The one thing I was sure of: since it wasn’t a natural development, it must definitely be a trap to draw Hana out of the fortress.

Wow.

He’s really smart.

I knew he was clever, but not this clever.

Well, no wonder I never felt fully confident in my own ideas.

Thanks to Rex, I had narrative plausibility on my side now.

That meant I could proceed under the assumption that this was a trap without any problems.

[A sly trap. If you leave it be, it’ll spread and become a full-fledged rebellion. So you have to go. And since it’s a rebellion, the lord—Hana—has to go herself. Now, if it were Duke, what would he do in this situation… Ah, oops.]


“?”

[Oh right, I forgot—it doesn’t matter if it’s a trap for you.]

“…”

What the… He’s not wrong, but why does it irritate me?

I feel like I’m being treated like some throwaway piece.
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Rex’s answer was quite disappointing to Duke. 

He had expected some brilliant tactic, something like Zhuge Liang’s strategies that would make him exclaim in awe, but the response he got was simply a command to charge. 

It seemed that even Rex felt it was too simplistic, as a sense of awkwardness came through in the text. 

[Now that I think about it, you’re tied up on the southern and eastern fronts. It’s going to be hard for you to help directly.] 

As a substitute, Rex granted Duke a few additional authorities. 

[Come to think of it, I’ve been relying too much on your military strength. With this, you should be able to command on-site, just like I do.] 

Some of Rex’s abilities were now bestowed upon Duke. 

Previously, Duke had only the authority to give orders to the guards of the Imperial Guard, but now, with Rex’s powers, he could communicate with those with temporary contracts on the field. 

However, there was one thing Rex had overlooked. 

‘I don’t know how to make a contract.’ 

Contract magic was a basic form of magic, at the level of telekinesis. 

Clairvoyance, contracts, telepathy, etc. 

It was a fundamental skill anyone who intended to command would learn. 

But Duke, having focused on other abilities, didn’t know how to use contract magic. 

In fact, his reluctance to deal with things like poisonous clauses had kept him from learning it. 

‘Uh… uh…’ 

It wasn’t something he could easily admit in this situation by saying, “I haven’t even learned basic magic, so I can’t use this skill.” That would ruin his character. 

In the end, Duke just gave a salute, rolling his eyes inside his helmet, as though nothing was amiss. 

“Thank you for your grace, my lord.” 

In the end, Duke gained only additional authority from Rex. 

‘I wonder if I can get something with this.’ 

Duke’s mind was complicated. 

First, not knowing how to make a contract was the primary problem. 

Second, even if he knew how, he didn’t know how to command after forming one. 

And the last issue was whether he could resist fate so easily. 

But worrying here wouldn’t change anything, so he decided to head toward Hana. 

When Duke arrived at her tent, she was already ready for departure. 

She greeted him wearing a stylish black coat like a cape. 

“Oh, Duke. You’ve come. While I was away, I entrusted the front lines to you…” 

“It’s a trap.” 

“What?” 

“My opinion aligns with Rex’s. The rebellion is a trap.” 

“Why are you saying this all of a sudden…” 

Duke immediately relayed the information he had heard from Rex. 

Of course, Duke didn’t understand much.

He only pointed out a few key words that remained in his mind. 

He wasn’t familiar with the concept of a double crisis theory or a revolutionary opportunity window theory. 

In fact, he couldn’t even remember the name of the theory properly. 

But during Rex’s explanation, he had managed to remember two words to sound knowledgeable: 

Public sentiment and oppression. 

“Before the rebellion, was there a famine or disaster in the area that caused unrest? Did you oppress the people in that area?” 

He hoped that by mentioning those two words, Hana and her followers would be able to understand. 

Duke’s gamble was correct. 

“No, there was no such problem… Ah, could it be?” 

Indeed, events could look different depending on perspective. 

When you focus on the idea of a trap and look for evidence, it’s different from when you just see it as an ordinary rebellion and scan the whole situation. 

She too sensed the unnaturalness of the situation. 

“It’s not a rebellion, it’s a trap to draw us out of the fortress.” 

“They may be trying to keep me tied to the front.” 

“So, what do we do?” 

“What do you want to do?” 

“I still want to go. My people are there.” 

As expected. 

Duke’s prediction was right. 

Though no longer burdened by responsibility, her priority was still her people. 

She chose to go toward the city, even though she knew it was a trap. 

“If the mayor is taken hostage, I will rescue him. If the citizens were forced to rebel, I must eliminate the one who made them do it, or they will perish.” 

Her goal had shifted. 

From quelling the rebellion to rescuing the citizens. 

“I must go.” 

Her unwavering gaze met Duke’s. 

Seeing that gaze, Duke hesitated for a moment. 

It was good to uphold one’s beliefs. 

The bird he loved flew freely in the clear sky and sang beautifully. 

He had long since discarded the thought of trapping it in a cage. 

But if the place the bird was heading to was a barren wasteland with no fruit, Duke would have to tie its legs and close the door to the cage. 

“If you head there, you will not be able to save that city.” 

“…What do you mean, Duke?” 

“It’s not that you lack the ability. I too cannot save that city.” 

And that was true… 

“Those who are already dead cannot be saved.” 

***

Duke barely managed to suppress a sigh. 

He was generally someone who preferred to follow the flow of the original story. 

Spoilers were a serious matter, but his goal was to ride along with Rex’s path. 

The original Rex overcame numerous hardships and achieved a happy ending. 

Duke, being someone who just rode along with Rex’s luck, tried to avoid diverging too much from the flow. 

But now, that time had passed. 

His restraint in avoiding spoilers was for a happy ending, but if someone was destined to die in vain, it was only right to stop that, even if it meant the bird would be hurt. 


“It can’t be…” 

“If you’re really suspicious, ask the one who brought the information about the city. Ask if any of the rebels were seen eating anything.” 

She immediately called out her retainer from the shadows and relayed Duke’s question. 

The retainer, who had been listening to the conversation just moments ago, cautiously shook his head. 

“Now that I think about it… no one was seen eating anything.” 

Of course, the rebellion was a priority, so they hadn’t been observing meals or dining scenes. 

But no matter how hard they searched their memories, they couldn’t recall seeing anyone eating on the street. 

Not even at a food cart. 

Hana’s expression darkened further. 

Duke also felt sorry for troubling her, but he had to say it. 

“There’s no second chance for the dead. They’re not the corpses you knew. They can’t wave at you or smile at you.” 

“Who would do such a thing…” 

“An Empire hero, probably.” 

“What?”

Duke remembered one of the factions of the Empire’s 15 heroes. 

The faction of the Underworld. 

They were experts in necromancy, particularly the art of raising the dead. 

During the Empire’s destruction, it was a faction that had been mercilessly crushed, with much personal satisfaction. 

“They’re still carrying on their legacy, even though I thought they were wiped out.” 

There were so many heroes during the Empire’s time, after all. 

It was impossible for Duke to have killed all the hundreds of people who stood against the Empire as it crumbled. 

One of them must have survived, manipulating the citizens to fabricate a rebellion. 

Duke was quite certain of this. 

(Of course, it was all just a guess based on his knowledge of the original story, so it felt a bit like showing off.) 

However, one of them still seemed unable to accept that it was too late and tried to deny the truth with great effort. 

“But we surely cannot mistake the Dead Walkers for ghouls.” 

“The necromancy in this world is just a degraded version of what existed during the Empire.” 

Not only necromancy but all magic had been degraded. 

Offensive spells had lost their power, defensive spells were weaker, and many other forms of magic had lost much of their efficacy. 

Necromancy was no different. 

Although the Underworld faction had once been at the forefront of necromancy, when the faction fell, the greedy apprentices ran off with the secret scrolls. 

Naturally, as they were superhumans whose default state was selfishness, they kept the secrets for themselves. 

Because of this, most of the necromancers causing problems across the world were self-taught and unrelated to that faction. 

“They’re not Dead Walkers or ghouls. They’re all living corpses.” 

If anything, they could be called living dead. 

Their flesh did not decay, no maggots crawled on them, and although they were rotten, their blood flowed aimlessly. 

Unlike other undead, they had no significant difference from when they were alive, making them almost indistinguishable. 

However, they were unmistakably dead. 

They didn’t breathe, didn’t eat, and most importantly, lacked a soul. 

“They’re just empty shells moved by magical energy. They don’t even have a concept of salvation.” 

At Duke’s cold declaration, Hana bit her lips slightly. 

Duke’s gaze turned to her hand. 

The fist wrapped in black gloves was trembling slightly. 

She managed to speak. 

“W-why are you telling me this now?” 

“Sneria. Your conviction is noble, but because of it, I can’t bear to watch your life go to waste.” 

“You seem quite accustomed to this, Duke.” 

“I’ve seen it many times… too many times…” 

Of course, that was a lie. 

Duke had never really held the same noble ideals as she did, nor had he formed any precious connections. 

So, this situation wasn’t exactly familiar to him. 

But since he was trying to convince her, he didn’t want to break the atmosphere, so he just went along with it. 

“Think carefully. Is there a reason you need to go to that city?” 

At Duke’s question, she didn’t answer immediately. 

Instead, she replied with a trembling voice. 

“If anything, we must go.” 

To honor the souls of those who died unjustly. 

“To prove that those who trusted me weren’t wrong.” 

Duke silently gazed into her eyes. 

Since their conversation that day, her eyes had been extraordinarily sharp. 

What drove her now wasn’t responsibility but her own will. 

Even if she were to die or be hurt, she was moving for the belief she had to uphold. 

It was as though she was the same as Duke had been in the past, when he’d risked his life to train. 

(Of course, Duke knew it was inappropriate to compare them.) 

Duke didn’t stop her.

He couldn’t. 

He was the one who had shaped her this way, so what right did he have to stop her? 

He simply trusted her and waited. 

Supporting the path she and the other retainers would walk. 

“Alright. Then I’ll stay here and guard this place. But before you go…” 

Duke remembered the temporary contract Rex had given him. 

“Take this before you leave.” 

Duke manipulated Rex’s interface ability to somehow form the temporary contract. 

‘Uhh… is this right?’ 

He fumbled with the unfamiliar contract magic and managed to activate a rudimentary temporary contract for Hana and the retainers. 

‘Oh, it worked.’ 

The retainers, staring at the air, marveled at the firefly spirits. 

“Rex handles magic like this?” 

“I see why the Providence domain moved so seamlessly as one.” 

However, Hana’s reaction was strange compared to the others. 

Her ears turned bright red, and she spoke. 

“I’ve confirmed it, Duke.” 

“Hm. This is just a preliminary one.” 

“Yes, it’s just a preliminary one.” 

“Let’s formalize it when you return. I’ll consider that.” 

She blushed even more. 

“Eh? Eh? Isn’t this a bit too fast?” 

“I thought after ten years, we would know each other well enough. Was I wrong in thinking that?” 

“No, Duke! It’s just…!” 

“Don’t give me a definitive answer yet.” 

‘For some reason, this feels like I’m setting off a flag.’ 

Wasn’t it a death flag to say they’d make a formal ‘cooperation’ contract just before heading into the enemy’s trap? 

Hana, being someone who had seen many wars, seemed to have understood Duke’s intentions. 

“Yes. Answering here is definitely making me anxious.” 

She nodded and fastened her coat’s button. 

“Duke, I’ll be off now.” 

“I’ll be waiting.” 

Meanwhile, in Rex’s office. 

A bright and cheerful notification sound rang in his system. 

“Eh?” 

<Congratulations! Heroes Duke Erwik and Hana Sneria are now engaged!> 

Rex stared at the system in awe. 

“Wow. As expected…” 

Then he thought of the attendant somewhere beyond the wall and muttered to himself. 


“Ah, the romantic medieval days. Just going for it without any hesitation. Wait, is Duke just a manly man?” 

Rex continued to manipulate the system, checking the release of functions related to their engagement. 

“Hmm… well, as a congratulation, I should send them a house.” 

As a noble, sending a mansion would be easy. 

Rex, genuinely supporting Duke, continued to manipulate the system. 
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The path that began with a rebellion turned into a trap born of a revenge operation.

Hana headed toward the city of the dead.

Flogged until they foamed at the mouth, those who arrived at the city were greeted by armed citizens.

“How can we worship a sky that neither blocks our blood nor accepts it? The heavens have abandoned us, so we shall choose a new sky to survive!”

The one who seemed to be the rebel squad leader jeered at Hana’s weakness and shouted.

Hana and her retainers kept their distance and observed the rebels’ condition.

They looked a bit pale, but there seemed to be some color in their faces, and their voices gave the illusion of liveliness.

If she hadn’t been warned by Duke and Rex in advance, she would’ve believed they were living citizens.

Even now, her perception wavered—had she not known better, she would have thought they were real citizens.

But Hana didn’t lose her composure.

Maintaining her stance, she extended her shadow beneath their feet.

Shadow magic reacts differently when used on living beings versus inanimate objects.

If the target repels it with mana, like Duke’s psychokinesis, the shadowed space can’t be used.

Unlike psychokinesis, where the result depends on willpower regardless of rank, shadow magic is purely determined by the difference in skill level.

However, Hana’s shadow seeped into the citizens’ shadows without resistance.

Emotion magic sensed their hierarchy as between Rank 1 and Rank 2, but the shadows reacted as if entering under a tree’s shade.

“Ah…”

She sighed.

If there had been even a bit of resistance, there might have been some hope.

But the response from the infiltrated shadows gave her certainty.

“My retainers.”

She spoke solemnly.

“A moment of silence, all of you.”

Without a word, her retainers bowed their heads in mourning.

And Hana, standing among them, pressed her hat low and brought her hands together in front of her abdomen, as if in prayer.

“Thank you to the heroes who remained brave until their final moment.”

Normally, they would’ve rebelled in response to threats, choosing survival.

But the citizens of this city chose death instead.

As they offered silence for those whose rest had been insulted, the one who desecrated their death gave orders from behind the citizens.

<Archer unit, volley fire.>

The necromancer’s command was implanted into their minds, and the citizens drew their bows with vacant eyes.

The corpses connected to a single necromancer released their arrows in perfect unison.

A rain of arrows poured down upon Hana and her retainers.

Yet they did not stop their moment of silence.

Just before the arrows reached them—

Shhhh.

A cold aura spread out from Hana as the center.

Arrows, having lost their momentum, fell powerlessly to the ground.

And only then did the figures of the citizens begin to collapse.

The heads of the living dead at the front of the army rolled on the ground like a bountiful harvest of potatoes.

In a dark room far from that horrifying scene,

A necromancer watching the Sneria forces through the eyes of corpses realized what had just happened.

‘That thing behind that woman just now…’

A withered, robe-wearing figure forged from shadow swung a massive scythe.

An average superhuman wouldn’t even have noticed what happened.

‘As expected.’

The champion of the underworld, Hilly, rolled her tongue over her violet lips.

It was a technique she had seen during the Empire’s days.

A martial art from the lone-inheritor school, the Black Wing style.

It was thought lost when its sole inheritor died in battle.

‘So this is where it was.’

This magic was the reason she had come to this city, hiding from various kingdoms after the Empire’s fall.

When she first heard the Lord of Sneria used shadow magic, she was doubtful—but seeing it confirmed everything.

‘That magic is mine.’

The Black Wing style had excellent synergy with her Netherworld style.

She could hide her body among corpses or conceal that cumbersome army within shadows.

A flush spread over Hilly’s pale face.

‘I want to dig through that woman’s brain right now.’

The thought of turning her enemy into a corpse and prying out the forbidden secrets of shadow magic made Hilly’s cold heart pulse with passion.

‘First, I’ll have to shake her mentally.’

She was by no means the type for fair duels.

She preferred to shatter her opponent’s mind, exploiting traumas and weaknesses.

That mindset was essential for users of Netherworld magic.

Hilly spoke through the mouth of one of the living dead, provoking Hana.

“Oh, how scary~ So much for caring about the citizens. In the end, it was all hypocrisy, huh? Slashing them down without hesitation just because they were a nuisance to your rule?”

“…”

Hana didn’t respond.

From the stiffness in Hana’s face, Hilly sensed faint anger and hesitation and continued to provoke her.

—Mom… Mom… where are you…

—My lord, it hurts…

—Why did you abandon us…

—Please save me… please!

From Hilly’s fingertips came a chorus of wails from the dead.

To add more impact, she made blood spurt from the severed necks of the decapitated corpses.

That’s what made the living dead convenient.

Unlike other undead, they bled and weren’t noticeably decayed.

They were perfect for pricking at someone’s guilt.

Anyone with a shred of humanity would crumble before such a sight.

But Hana’s expression didn’t change.


She looked like the embodiment of the term “Iron-Blooded Woman.”

If anything, perhaps it was just her imagination, but she seemed even more furious than before…

Then, Hana spoke to the living dead containing Hilly’s consciousness.

“Foolish.”

“?”

At that moment, a killing intent surged behind Hilly’s real body.

The warrior of the Empire was cut in half before he could even react.

From behind his bisected body, Hana and her retainers revealed themselves.

As Hana appeared behind Hilly’s true form, the clone that had been facing off against the living dead vanished.

In a cold voice, she spoke to her retainers.

“It’s not over yet.”

With that signal, Hilly’s severed body rolled its eyes wildly.

“Oh? You didn’t fall for it~?”

“…”

“Did you fight against our school during your time in the Empire’s resistance?”

Hana silently shifted her scythe into a spear. 

She turned to her retainers, her voice cold and resolute. 

“Everyone. Fight with the resolve that you won’t let this woman leave alive.”

At her words, Hilly burst into wild, mocking laughter. 

“Who gave you the right?! You’re just some woman barely at the 5th Rank! Actually, thanks for coming straight to my—”

Her taunt died in her throat. 

Before her eyes, Hana and her retainers all ascended—one full Rank at once.

Hana surged to Level 60, her retainers now at the 4th Rank.

A bead of cold sweat slid down Hilly’s forehead. 

“What?”

Only then did the corner of Hana’s mouth lift—just slightly. 

“I’ve been sick of deception arts for hundreds of years.”

And with that, she struck.

***

Meanwhile…

While Hana clashed with Hilly of the Netherworld, Duke observed the battle from the southern fortress through Rex’s ability. 

His voice, deep and steady, echoed in Hana’s mind like a lifeline. 

[Stay calm.]

A reminder.

A command. 

[Their deaths are regrettable, but now is the time to suppress your sorrow.]

In the original story, Hana had faced the necromancer under the worst possible conditions.

Unaware that the citizens were already corpses, she had swung her blade with guilt tearing at her soul. 

Their screams had frayed her mind. 

Though she had barely slain Hilly with her retainers’ aid, she had been caught off guard—the necromancer had only been playing dead. 

And the original Hana?

Only 5th Rank.

Level 50.

She had been toyed with, forced to devour her own retainers in desperation. 

In the end, she had consumed Hilly herself—filthy, revolting—because she saw no other way to stop the woman’s endless revivals. 

But here?

Duke allowed no such possibility.

His voice cut through her thoughts like a blade through fog. 

[Look closely at the blood. That’s not the blood of the living. It wasn’t you who insulted their rest—put your guilt away.] 

[Close your ears to the screams. Those are empty shells. Your true citizens are cheering for you, begging for vengeance.]

[To Netherworld practitioners, death is just a step. Her soul lingers—keep watching.] 

Hana clung to his words, steadying herself. 

And unlike before—she was now 6th Rank. 

“Argh!” Hilly snarled. 

“Don’t be dramatic,” Hana said coldly. “This is vengeance from the mayor.” 

She had reached the point where she could butcher Hilly at will.

“Don’t be ridiculous! You were 5th Rank! The lords all confirmed it!”

Hana smirked. “I have this weird condition where my level goes up when I wake up in the morning.” 

“You damned brat! DIE!”

Hana melted into the shadows, effortlessly evading Hilly’s strike before slashing her ankle with a razor-thin thread pulled from the darkness. 

Her retainers harried Hilly at every turn. 

Though the Rank difference made their attacks less effective, they tangled her in chains, slowing her movements to a crawl. 

“You little rats!” Hilly spat. 

The retainers barely reacted. 

Compared to a certain knight’s greatsword—the kind that could send a man to the afterlife in a single swing—Hilly’s rusted whip felt sluggish.

As Hilly’s body wore down, her panic grew. 

‘They know the Netherworld’s weakness.’

The Netherworld—a realm between life and death. 

Its warriors didn’t die just because their bodies perished. 

But they weren’t immortal. 

One method: Drain their mana completely. 

The other: Sever the soul’s anchor to the living world.

And Hana was aiming for the latter. 

‘She’s hunting for my anchor.’ 

Like an Eldritch’s life vessel, the anchor was hidden within her body. 


Hilly had been shifting it between organs to evade detection, but if this continued…

She’d be dragged into the underworld, just like her fallen sisters. 

‘I can’t let that happen!’ 

She had fought too hard for her freedom. 
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Stolen forbidden tomes.

When one of the Thirteen Catastrophes had slaughtered her master and sisters, she had hidden in the secret library, taken the manuals, and fled. 

She had clawed her way to the 6th Rank, stacking corpses like bricks. 

Wanted across kingdoms, yet untouchable. 

But to die here—? 

‘NO!’ 

She had a mission—to revive her family.

Gritting her teeth, she made her final, desperate move.

“Kyaaaah!”

Her body morphed—

Into a black cat with four pairs of eyes. 

“I am—!”

But the moment her gaze met Hana’s, the words died. 

The always-expressionless Hana… 

Was smiling. 

A faint, chilling curl of her lips. 

As if she had been waiting for this.

Then—Hana snapped her fingers.

“Forehead.” 

A single word. 

Ice flooded Hilly’s veins. 

In this form, her soul’s anchor could only be placed on her forehead. 

Normally, it wouldn’t matter—even a 6th Rank attack couldn’t crack her skull now. 

But Hana’s smile…

It terrified her.

As if confirming her fears, Hana brought her hands together in prayer. 

Behind her, a reaper in a tattered robe materialized, mimicking her gesture. 

“The Guide of the Underworld.” 

A being who ushered souls to the afterlife.

The reaper dropped his scythe, letting it vanish into the shadows, then shed his robe. 

Beneath it stood a woman with flowing dark hair, her pale hands gripping a curved blade. 

Her shadowy locks stretched down, merging with Hana’s own shadow. 

A dark-glinting sword manifested in Hana’s hands. 

She assumed a draw stance, whispering: 

“The living to the world of the living, the dead to the world of the dead.” 

Hilly’s breath hitched. 

She recognized it. 

The ultimate technique of the Dark-Wing School: 

“The Living to the Yang World, the Dead to the Underworld.”

A strike that ignored the living but severed all inanimate things— 

Regardless of hardness, magic, or defense. 

The bane of necromancers.

‘But that’s…!’

A 7th Rank technique.

Hana shouldn’thave the level for it. 

‘Fail it, and the reaper takes YOUR head instead!’

Yet— 

Hana drew the blade without hesitation. 

Srrk.

“Ah.” 

Hilly exhaled softly as the dark edge gleamed. 

The reaper, who had been bowed in prayer, lifted his gaze. 

Their eyes met. 

Hilly’s body locked in place—as if her shadow had been nailed to the ground.

“Spare—” 

The reaper gave her no time.

His blade flashed.

The disaster-cat’s skull split.

From within, Hilly’s essence spilled out—

Lifeless. 

“…Is it over?”

One retainer murmured. 

The others glared at him, as if ready to throttle him for jinxing it.

“Hey, you…” 

“Maybe I should sew her mouth shut or something.”

But fortunately—or perhaps unfortunately—the cat no longer moved.

After thoroughly checking the body just in case, they confirmed Hilly’s death.

“My Lord, what should we do with the corpse?”

“Retrieve it and burn it outside the city. There is no place for filth like that on sacred ground.”

Hana gave the order to her retainers and headed to the surface.

The Lord of Sneria, who had defeated a warrior of the evil empire, began a silent prayer for the city.

[Even if your heart burns like a wildfire, even if grief makes your chest heavy, now is not the time to let it show. Offer her severed head as a floral tribute to honor the souls of the fallen. That is your duty.]

Recalling Duke’s advice during battle, she lowered her head.

“Let us now hold the long overdue funeral.”

As she paid her respects to the departed, Hana buried countless emotions within her chest.

***

Having completed her revenge, Hana hurried back to Duke’s side.

It was definitely not because she was looking forward to the “formal contract” that awaited after the victory…

…Although, to be honest, she was a little excited.


That “little” excitement made up about 80%—a secret known only to her.

While Hana rushed south to the frontlines,

The ashes of the one once called Hilly, burned with care, rode the wind into the wasteland.

There, the ashes gathered and took the form of a woman’s body.

[Dammit, dammit, dammit, dammit—!]

A soul forged from ash let out a hysterical scream.

[My cultivation rank—!]

A secret art of the Underworld Style:

Wraith of Ash.

Using even a pinch of physical remains as an anchor, this technique allowed one soul to escape the afterlife once per death.

However, as only the soul’s consciousness could escape, most of its cultivation had to be left behind.

Thus, the soul of Hilly, once of the 6th tier, was now degraded to the 4th tier.

After taking out her anger by slaughtering innocent goats in the wasteland—enough to build a mound of corpses—Hilly finally calmed down.

[Fine. I’ll just start over.]

Though she lost her cultivation, she retained all her knowledge of secret techniques.

Moreover, she gained something valuable in the last battle.

‘This place was called Ophir’s Stone Tomb, right?’

Normally, reading memories required digging into a corpse’s brain.

But with some strain, it was possible to skim the surface memories of the living.

It was hard to get the exact info, and only vivid recent memories could be skimmed—

And, as a side effect, half of her soul had melted away…

But the result was worth it.

‘I don’t know why the Lord of Sneria knows the location of Ophir’s Tomb, but…’

It was the best harvest she could ask for.

Of course, it was purely by chance—

Her determination to return to Duke after the battle,

The fact that the Underworld Style belonged to the empire, And her duty to hold funerals for the city’s citizens—

These three keywords: Duke, Empire, Funeral,

Had triggered a fleeting memory of Ophir’s tomb, which Hilly managed to read.

‘This is more than a secret technique.’

Ophir’s corpse was more valuable to a necromancer than any grandmaster’s teachings.

Not only could it provide powerful magic—

If she could revive the corpse and restore its former strength…

‘I could become the next emperor of a new empire.’

Hilly imagined herself controlling Ophir’s corpse like a puppet and laughed madly with the remaining half of her sane mind.

[Alright, this is the tomb, right?]

Heart pounding with anticipation, she opened the tomb of Ophir.

As she lifted the seal and opened the door, a thick residue of magic poured out from within.

Feeling that power, Hilly was certain.

‘Even in death, this much power?!’

It was definitely Ophir’s tomb.

With excitement bubbling inside her, she stepped into the tomb.

It was the worst possible choice she could’ve made.

Just as Hana had carelessly confirmed Hilly’s death due to her focus on returning—

(Though no amount of vigilance would’ve noticed this…)

Hilly, too, let her guard down as she entered the tomb.

The moment the ash-forged wraith crossed the threshold of Ophir’s Tomb, A hidden alarm spell was transmitted to Duke.

‘Hm?’

Leaning on his greatsword and dozing on the southern wall, Duke raised his head.

‘That damned woman?’

Duke’s mind began racing faster than ever.

Within seconds, he finished calculating and formed a new scenario.

‘I didn’t have a final boss for this event anyway…’

That damned woman just handed him the perfect opportunity on a silver platter.

Duke pulled his greatsword from the wall, stored it in a subspace, and called over a knight of similar build.

“I’ve got something to handle. Mind taking my place for a bit?”

“Huh?”

Just as he had done on the eastern front,

Duke ditched his post on the southern front and began preparations to go out.

‘Ophir won’t mind.’

If Duke showed up in more than three places at once, it would be a problem—

That was why he didn’t go with Hana.

But so long as Duke was present in two places and only Ophir appeared in the third, there would be no military issue.

Even Duke’s mind could follow that logic.

‘Walking right into your own grave, huh?’

Duke moved toward the fake tomb of Ophir, where Hilly was now located.

***

Meanwhile, Rex, who had been enjoying peace in his office…

Had finally finished his long-standing paperwork and was lounging about when—

Suddenly, a red alert light appeared in his vision.

<Alert! Alert!>

“What the—? Did a dragon show up in the territory?!”

Rex hurriedly checked the red warning window.

The system threw a status window into his face.

<Hero Duke Erwik has been temporarily deactivated!>

“????”

Rex tried to figure out what was going on,

But heroes not registered to him couldn’t share their location or vision.

“What the hell? Why?”

Still, there was one thing Rex could see:

“Why did he go back to Ophir all of a sudden?!”

Duke’s status window had updated to display Ophir as his location.

Ophir

[Title] ——-

– <The Serpent That Devoured an Empire>

– <13 Calamities of the Reversed Heavens>

Other entries unavailable

One thought raced through Rex’s mind:

‘No way…’

<EX Skill – Cruel Yet Beautiful Blade of Loyalty>

– If loyalty goes unrewarded, a penalty greater than betrayal will be inflicted!

“HEEEEAAAAAK!!!!”

Rex went into convulsions.

On the opposite side of the mansion, Ari, who had been cleaning, rushed to his office.

“G’narhl k’thalu vrakk! Zai r’luhhor ai nafl kadishtu!


(We are all doomed to fall into ruin!)”

“Master?! What’s wrong?!”

“AAAAAAHHHHH!!!”

Rex’s fit lasted for two hours—

Until Duke returned from Ophir and cleared up the misunderstanding.
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A week had passed since the Warrior of the Underworld, Hilly, discovered Ophir’s tomb.

In her ghostly state, which required neither food nor sleep, she devoted that entire week solely to the ritual of Ophir’s resurrection.

I’ve only restored a portion of the soul, and I’ve set enough safety mechanisms on the body…

When Hilly discovered Ophir’s corpse, now mummified after a hundred years, countless options came to her mind.

Should she erase his memory entirely, resurrect him as an evolving monster, and raise him from scratch?

Should she dig through his brain and extract only the information?

Should she just enter that corpse herself?

But she rejected all of those options.

The power of the Thirteen Calamities didn’t rely solely on natural physique or magical power.

Experience, strategy, wisdom, and cunning.

All of these elements combined created such monsters.

In that sense, choosing any of those options would render the resurrection meaningless.

A resurrected Ophir in name only would be nothing more than a pile of flesh.

Though even that alone might be strong enough.

The lingering mana in Ophir’s corpse made her feel like her skin was prickling.

(She was in a spirit state, but it was a metaphorical expression.)

Even if resurrected as a mindless Death Knight, he could probably tear apart 6th-tier superhumans with ease.

But using such a premium specimen to create a shoddy result was something the pride of a Dusk-Style Warrior would not permit.

Only this much rationality should be allowed.

However, fully reviving the arrogant Ophir as he was would be suicide.

Toward the end of the Empire, Ophir was notorious among the Thirteen Calamities for being mentally deranged.

Whenever war broke out, he always sided with the losing faction, simply because fighting on the disadvantaged side made it more fun.

Yet if the commander on that side dared to give him orders, he would sometimes annihilate both sides and move on to a new battlefield.

If arrogance had a human form, it would be Ophir — the embodiment of a madman.

His power… should also be restricted for now.

So Hilly poured her efforts into refining the method of resurrection and means of control.

First, the Living Dead method she used in the city of Sneria was not viable.

Instead, she aimed to resurrect him in the form of a Boogeyman.

This method would allow him to retain his martial skills and rationality from life.

Currently, I’m at the 4th-tier, so I should be able to control up to the 6th-tier.

Lastly, she attached control spells to Ophir’s corpse.

As her rank rose, the level she could handle would gradually increase as well.

Of course, reviving the Empire with just the 6th-tier was a pipe dream, but Hilly was in no hurry.

If Ophir could leave higher-tier opponents barely alive, she could strike the final blow and claim their rank.

As her rank increased, the ceiling of Ophir’s power that could be unlocked would also rise.

Then reaching the 8th-tier should be quick.

If she reached the 8th-tier — and beyond, to the 9th — no other Calamity would dare oppose her.

It would be no different from two 9th-tiers sharing a single body.

Hehe… Four hundred years should be enough.

Rising from 4th-tier to 9th-tier in four hundred years.

Anyone she told that to would have looked at her like she was insane.

But with a Boogeyman created from Ophir’s corpse, that goal was more than achievable.

While indulging in such delusions, her preparations were complete.

All that remained was time.

At last, at 2 a.m., Hilly began chanting the spell.

Monstrums alte sopitus, finem quietis tuae fac et exsurge: mihi fidem aeternam praesta.

O monster.

The strongest undead born of all the knowledge I’ve accumulated over centuries.

Awaken and swear eternal loyalty to me.

As she chanted, a smile never left Hilly’s lips.

Forgetting even the pain in her melted upper body, she burst the light crystal in her remaining left hand.

Return to this world, and once more strike fear into it!

Her voice rang thunderously through the cave.

Strike fear… fear… fear…

But all that came back was her own echo.

[…]

She shut her mouth tightly.

What was this?

What had gone wrong?

The spell and materials were perfect.

Yet Ophir’s mummy remained completely still.

Did I target the wrong soul?

Had she set the coordinates for the wrong soul, one that wasn’t Ophir’s in the underworld, and thus caused the resurrection to fail?

A sudden anxiety crossed her mind — could this mummy not be Ophir after all?

But she shook her head in denial.

A being that radiated this level of mana could only be Ophir.

Thinking it must have been a mistake on her part, she began preparing the spell once more.

Then it happened.

The materials she had arranged began to gather around the bones.

Blood formed vessels, flesh gathered to form tendons, and skin and cloth began covering them.

Ohhh!

Yes.

Of course I wouldn’t fail…

KWAANG!

Suddenly, a storm of mana erupted around Ophir’s corpse.

Hilly didn’t even have time to look at the storm’s center — she barely held her ash-like body together.

Once the storm subsided, a human silhouette began to emerge from the center.

Oh, yes! I did it!

As the dust settled, she saw the hem of clothing.


A red robe, like those worn by Taoists from the Eastern cultural sphere.

Over it was a navy blue armored vest covering the shoulders and torso.

The moment she recognized the clothing, familiar yet strange, Hilly cried out in triumph.

Welcome back, Ophir!

Disheveled black hair fluttered in the wake of the storm.

His crazed black eyes seemed to wander in search of war, and his sharp eyebrows looked as though they resented peace.

And his flat lips curled with disdain toward anyone he met.

This was the Ophir she knew.

The serpent who swallowed the Empire — Ophir.

The only noticeable difference from his living self was his slightly paler complexion.

That was natural, since he had returned as an undead.

In other words, everything else was exactly as Hilly remembered.

Hahahahaha!

As Hilly burst into joyful laughter,

Ophir, with his pale skin, folded his arms and immediately opened his mouth upon resurrecting.

“Sss… Haa… There’s no smell of bloodied steel in the air. Has the world grown peaceful while I was dead?”

At Ophir’s words, Hilly understood.

Indeed, compared to the Empire’s collapse during civil war, today’s territorial skirmishes were mere political disputes.

She spread her arms wide and shouted toward Ophir.

There is no need to lament, Ophir.

Your body is a masterpiece I crafted with great care.

As my rank increases, you too will return to your prime.

Cooperate with me.

I will provide you with a battlefield worthy of your satisfaction.

She spoke with a glimmer of hope.

If Ophir agreed to cooperate, she wouldn’t even need to activate the control mechanisms she had prepared in his body.

In that case, he could be thrown straight into the battlefield in his prime.

Unfortunately for her, Ophir was uncooperative.

“How much time has passed?”

[?]

“The world has grown arrogant. Someone like you dares to command this body?”

Ophir unfolded his arms and began to draw upon his mana.

In that moment, his body froze.

Seeing this, Hilly’s lips curled into a smile.

[Sorry, but I set it so that your body can’t harm me. Let’s not make this unpleasant for both of us—just cooperate. You might find that following orders isn’t so bad. I’ll give you the battlefield you love so much.]

As she spoke, she couldn’t hide her excitement.

It was far too delightful a reality to conceal—the fact that she had a leash on that monster.

[I’ll avoid giving you commands you’ll hate. You can do whatever you want with m—]

“You Twilight-style bastards really are all stupid, aren’t you?”

[…What?]

Ophir, who had been staring blankly at his own body frozen from the neck down, met her gaze.

“You people are always digging silly little traps and assuming you’ve already won. Even back when I was uprooting your sect, you were all so kind as to explain every single spell to me.”

[Wait a minute. Don’t tell me—]

“What? Judging by the look on your face, you didn’t summon me with that knowledge? If this is karma, it’s quite the amusing twist. Fine then, since fate brought us together, I’ll tell you.”

Ophir gave a cruel smile.

“It was by my hand that your sect was destroyed.”

Hilly’s mind went blank.

At the end of the Empire, the 15 Heroic Sects had rallied all their warriors to stop the Thirteen Calamities.

But as soon as Hilly heard that the Calamities were coming, she had stolen a secret manual and fled the sect.

She had always had a sharp nose for doom—and she hadn’t looked back once.

Later, she heard that every sect had been annihilated, down to the last warrior.

But no one knew who had destroyed which sect.

It was… Ophir?

The man who had wiped out her sect… was this man?

Her spectral fingers began to tremble faintly.

It wasn’t anger at the deaths of her junior and senior disciples or even her master.

It was the realization that someone capable of killing all of them could still kill her, even now.

No, that can’t be.

Back then, Ophir had been alive.

Now he was resurrected by her spell.

The magical restraints in place were far stronger than before.

If he harmed her, he’d be returned to the underworld immediately.

If he had even a shred of reason left, he’d compromise to remain in the world—even if it meant swallowing his pride…

“A battlefield only has meaning when I enter it of my own will. I’d sooner slit my own throat than become some puppet.”

Damn it.

Ophir was insane—logic didn’t work on him.

She hurried to begin the dismissal ritual.

It wasn’t too late.

Now that she knew he was dangerous, she’d cut the connection and—

Shhhk.

[Huh?]

Her vision began to spin.

It was only then that she realized her neck had been cut.

A ghost made of ash… had been beheaded.

She tried to understand this incomprehensible situation—but couldn’t.

Ophir looked down at her crumbling head as if watching a sandcastle fall apart, and sneered.

“Oops. Accidentally cut your neck.”

[That’s impossible… The restraints should be working just fine…]

“You told me I was forbidden from harming you? Know your place, whelp. Do you consciously think about every ant you step on?”

It was an absurd workaround—and she couldn’t help but laugh bitterly.

But part of her also found it fitting… this was Ophir, after all.

No, this isn’t the time for that!

As she watched her own form fall apart, she desperately pleaded.

[If I die, you’ll die again too! And then the war—]

“There are plenty of humans out there who would love to revive this body.”

But Ophir ignored her entirely, turned his back, and walked toward the stone coffin he had risen from.

With a wave of his hand, the coffin reassembled into a stone throne.

He sat upon that rocky seat and closed his eyes.


“Taking a nap before the fun begins doesn’t sound too bad.”

As she watched the utterly self-centered Ophir until the end, Hilly’s head crumbled into a handful of ash.

Until the very last moment of her consciousness, she could not let go of her obsession.

No… not like this… I was going to restore the clan…

And so, the witch who mocked death and was hated by every kingdom quietly vanished, with no one to witness her end.
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